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In today’s fast-moving and highly inter-connected world, tourism activities and 
experiences are closely bound up with people’s everyday life. The purpose of this study is to 
explore the complex relationship and interactions between travel experience and everyday life 
experience through the lens of mobilities theory. By grounding the theoretical discussions of 
mobilities paradigm in practice, this study was set in the context of Chinese tourists travelling to 
the heartland of the United States. Specifically, by adopting mixed methods approach, this 
research studied how tourists make sense of their travel experience, identified the linkages 
between travel experience and major life domains, and examined the influence of travel 
experience on attitudes toward major life domains.  
First, this study interviewed with 19 Chinese tourists who travelled to the Route 66 and 
revealed four important aspects of travel experience: gaining knowledge about American culture 
and history, enjoying nature-based scenery, understanding local’s everyday life, and interacting 
with local people. Second, an open-ended questionnaire survey with 50 Chinese participants 
revealed six major life domains including economic, environment, health, family & social, 
leisure, and social system. By comparing interview findings and survey results, three key 
linkages were identified between travel experience and major life domains: environment, 
education, and social.  
Third, based upon the key linkages identified, an open-ended questionnaire survey was 
developed and conducted among 323 Chinese tourists who travelled to the United States to 
explore the impacts of travel experience on the attitude change regarding the three aspects: 
environmental, educational and social. The results indicate that travel experience is significantly 
correlated to tourist’s attitude change toward these three aspects. By applying the K-means 
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algorithm, the tourists were clustered into two groups based upon their attitude change after the 
trip. 1) Positive attitude changes in all three dimensions; 2) Little change in environmental 
aspect, negative attitude changes in educational and social aspects. The findings indicate that 
different travel experience may have different effects on tourists’ attitude change regarding the 
three life domains. This study furthers our understanding of how travel experience relates to and 
resonates with people’s everyday life. It contributes to our understanding of the complex 
interaction process between travel experience and everyday life in the context of cross-cultural 
tourism. The findings of the study further our understanding of the significance and 
inseparability of linkages between travel experience and everyday life experience and provide 
practical insights to tourism marketers, managers and planners who are interested in the 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
The entire world seems to be on the move (Sheller & Urry, 2006). The contemporary 
society has experienced remarkable “time-space compression” due to the fast development of 
transportation and communication technology (Harvey, 1999). The scale of travelling is 
immense, and tourism mobilities have been closely integrated with other forms of mobilities 
such as capital, goods, information, and knowledge. In today’s world, tourism has become an 
inherent part of one’s mobile life. Technological developments such as mobile devices and social 
media are enabling people to live “geographically independent” and have more networked 
lifestyles with regard to work, living and travel. The frequent travel and mobile communication 
have blurred the traditional boundaries between home and away, leisure and work, mobile 
tourists and place-bound locals, extraordinary and mundane, present and absent (Hannam, 
Butler, & Paris, 2014).  
Such integration of tourism with other forms of mobilities not only transformed people’s 
lives and travel experiences but also brought great challenges to tourism research. It leads 
tourism scholars to seek alternative ways to re-conceptualize tourism and its relationship with 
people’s everyday life. Traditionally, travel is regarded as an escape of people’s regular lives, 
and the concept of tourism was framed as an “occasional” leisure activity which is separate from 
regulated work and mundane life. Accordingly, tourism activities were seen as an ephemeral 
aspect of social life that is practiced outside normal everyday life (Hannam et al., 2014). In many 
studies, implicit yet clear boundaries were drawn between home and away, host and guest, 
extraordinary touristic experiences and mundane daily life, to mention some. Such dichotomy 
way of thinking has been the dominant framework to conceptualize tourism for decades. As a 
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result, everyday life and tourism end up belonging to different ontological worlds. Yet such 
dichotomy way of thinking is not adequate any more to assist us to understand the tourism 
phenomenon in today’s fast-moving and highly inter-connected world. It fails to capture the 
complex and dynamic relationships (e.g., connections, overlaps, interactions, etc.) between 
tourism and other forms of mobilities in people’s everyday life.    
Alternatively, mobilities paradigm provides a new framework to re-conceptualize the 
tourism and its relationship between people’s everyday lives. In contrast to the existing theories, 
the mobilities paradigm frames tourism as an integral part to wider process of economic, political 
and cultural developments. First, mobilities paradigm argues against the ontology of ‘static’ 
travel experience by neglecting the travel itself. Conventional tourism analysis is based on the 
premise that travel times should be as short as possible and the experience of the travel is 
minimized in the travel experience research (Banister, 2008). However, the fast development of 
new technology enables much greater travel time flexibility and diverse travel experience, it 
provides tremendous opportunities and choices in leisure activities. From the mobilities 
perspective, travel is undertaken for its own aske and the activity of travelling should be valued 
and considered as an essential part of the travel experience. In addition, mobilities paradigm 
emphasizes the complex assemblage between tourism and other forms of mobilities which 
constitutes the patterning of everyday life (Elliott, & Urry, 2010). It also emphasizes the 
interconnections between different forms of mobilities including tourism mobilities. From a 
mobilities perspective, tourism activities and experience are no more “purified” or independent 
of the realm of people’s everyday lives; they are interconnected with each other.  
Building upon mobilities paradigm, the purpose of this research is to explore the travel 
experience and its linkages with everyday life. Although having many theoretical discussions, 
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there is still lack of empirical studies to apply mobilities theory in tourism research. This study 
aims to apply the mobilities theory in practice to address three sets of research questions. First, it 
seeks to understand how tourists make sense of travel experience and how travel experience 
relates to and resonates with their everyday life practices? Second, what are the key linkages 
between travel experience and people’s major life domains? Is travel experience more related to 
certain aspects of life experience than others? Third, how does travel experience influence 
people’s everyday lives after the trip? Are the impacts of travel experience on people’s attitude 
toward various life domains uniform or different? In order to address the three sets of questions, 
this study is set in the context of Chinese tourists travelling to the heartland of the United States 
to investigate the relationship between travel experience and people’s life experience. 
This study chooses Chinese tourists who travel to the heartland of the United States as the 
study subjects for several reasons. First, China is a fast-developing country involved in extensive 
mobilities. The socio-economic modernization within the past forty years leads to the social 
transformation such as the rising of Chinese middle class and the change of people’s lifestyles. 
All these diverse mobilities in society constitute the patterning of today’s Chinese people’s 
everyday lives, shape their values and identities, and consequently influence their travel 
decisions and behaviors. In addition, research indicates that the pattern of the Chinese outbound 
travel has been changing. The fast-growing middle class is regarded as the “new mainstream” of 
the society, which is also reflected in their travel preferences and behaviors. They are more 
interested in in-depth cultural travel and self-driving tours. One such example is the growing 
market of Chinese independent travelers to the heartland of the United States such as Route 66. 
More and more Chinese tourists are abandoning package tours and choose independent travel in 
order to explore the American culture and history. As an important segment of Chinese outbound 
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tourism, independent travel to the heartland of the United States will continue to expand. Yet, the 
understanding of this market segment remains limited. Thus, studying this rapidly growing 
market niche not only helps American’s destination marketers to segment and understand the 
evolving Chinese travel market, but also provides useful insights on destination marketing in 
China.   
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Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
2.1 Travel experience and everyday life 
2.1.1 Early conceptualization of travel experience: the contrast to everyday life 
Half a century ago, less than one percent of world population (about 25 million) travelled. 
The connection between people was managed through telegrams, letters and postcards. 
Geographical distance greatly affected the speed and reliability of contact. Unlike today, 
previous generations of tourists did not have convenient information and communication 
services such as Google maps, Expedia, Yelp, Instagram, and Facebook to help them navigate 
the destination and keep connected with the family and friends at home. To some extent, 
physical separation also means virtually separated from the home place and the social networks 
at home. In addition, the expensive cost of and low speed of transportation limited people’s 
mobility from one place to another.  
With all these backdrops, scholars at early stage tended to emphasize the distinctiveness 
of travel experience from everyday life in conceptualizing the relationship between these two 
domains. There are generally two types of approaches to study travel experience: hospitality and 
management approach and social science approach (Quan and Wang, 2004). Within each general 
approach, different conceptual models have been developed and proposed to study travel 
experience. In the hospitality/management literature, travel experience is generally studied from 
the consumer behavior perspective. The role of tourists is treated as consumers who purchase 
products and services. The research focus is placed on the service quality experienced by tourists 
such as hospitality, accommodation, and transportation and the factors that influence tourists’ 
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experiences of those services (Quan & Wang, 2004). For example, the service quality model 
(SERVQUAL) based on the expectancy disconfirmation theory has been widely applied to 
measure consumers’ expectations and perceptions of a service from five different dimensions 
(i.e., reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy, responsiveness). Overall, the scope of experience 
in hospitality and management research is more specific than general, as the objective is largely 
focused on the operationability of consumer experience or behaviors so as to adjust the services 
to better meet consumers’ needs from the business perspective.     
In the tourism social science literature, there have been several well-known definitions of 
travel experience. Boorstin (1964) defines travel experience as a popular act of consumption and 
a contrived, prefabricated experience of mass tourism. In contrast, MacCannell (1973) 
conceptualizes travel experience to be an active response to the inauthentic experience of modern 
life, arguing that tourists are those who try to break the bond of everyday experience and are in 
search of authentic experiences which is only available and can be experienced outside the 
routine of everyday life. Boorstin and MacCannel both attempted to define the experience with 
the notion that it has certain significance for individuals and for their societies. Yet, both of their 
conceptualizations regarding travel experience have been criticized for portraying a general type 
of experience for all tourists as if their needs were consistent, regardless of the different social 
and cultural backgrounds constituting those needs (Li, 2000; Uriely, 2005). Another important 
conceptualization of travel experience is proposed by Cohen (1979) who argues that different 
people need different experiences, which cast different meanings for tourists and their societies. 
The individual quest for novelty, strangeness and authenticity is regarded as a key element and 
motivation for travel (Cohen, 1979). The meaning of the experience is based upon a person’s 
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worldview. Cohen also proposed that tourists’ experience can reflect stable patterns of 
motivations both differentiating and characterizing various modes of tourists’ activities.  
In addition to the notion of travel experience as a diverse phenomenon, the role of 
subjectivity has been largely debated especially in the conceptualization of authenticity of travel 
experience. There is a shift from the objective authenticity provided by the industry to the role of 
tourist’s subjectivity in the construction of experiences. Building upon many discussions of 
authenticity, Wang (1999) summarizes two object-related notions of authentic experience 
(objective authenticity and constructive authenticity) and proposed a new approach, existential 
authenticity which emphasizes tourists’ subjective activities. The objective authenticity refers to 
the originality of the displayed objects by service providers and concerns the attributes of the 
displayed objects solely. In other words, it cares about whether a tourism product is real or not. 
In contrast, constructive authenticity challenges the simplistic notion of objective authenticity 
and highlights the role of people in the construction of attributes associated with displayed 
objects. From a constructive perspective, displayed objects are considered to be authentic not 
because they are objectively genuine but because of their construction as such by tourists or 
service providers in terms of their points of view and perspectives (Uriely, 2005). It is about 
whether the tourists believe a product to be real or not. Therefore, the authentic experiences and 
the authenticity of displayed objects in tourism are considered to constitute one another.  
However, objective-related authenticity is more relevant to certain kinds of tourism such 
as ethnic, history or culture tourism, which has limited applicability to other types of phenomena. 
In order to extend the applicability of the concept, Wang proposed existential authenticity as an 
alternative way to understand authenticity from a more general and existential approach. 
Existential authenticity has nothing to do with whether the displayed objects are real. It purely 
- 8 - 
 
focuses on the subjectivity of tourists. It denotes an existential state of being in which one is true 
to oneself (Wang, 1999). Such special state of being is activated by tourists’ participation in 
certain activities. According to the existential perspective, tourists may feel that they themselves 
are more authentic when they participate in non-ordinary activities (e.g., visiting family and 
friends, entrainment in theme park, shopping, sports, etc.), in which they are more freely self-
expressed than in daily life.  
Despite the variety of the concrete conceptualization with social sciences literature, most 
of the conceptualizations of travel experience at early stage emphasize the distinctiveness of 
travel experience from everyday life. The travel experience is conceptualized as the experience 
that is in sharp contrast to the daily experience. From Boorstin, MacCannell to Cohen, the 
differentiation between everyday life and travel experiences is without exception highlighted in 
their respective conceptualizations regarding the nature of travel experience. While Boorstin 
(1964) and MacCannell (1973) held different points of view in seeking authentic experience, yet 
both of them drew a clear line between everyday life experience and travel experience. It is 
claimed that tourists choose travel as a way to experience something different from and cannot 
be experienced in their daily lives. While Cohen (1979) acknowledged the diversity of travel 
experience at individual levels, still he stressed tourism as an experience contrary to the routine 
of everyday life. Tourism is framed as an escape of people’s regular lives, and his focus is placed 
on the linkages between travel motivation and travel experience. 
In addition, the discussion on authenticity has been largely focused on defining and 
interpreting what is an authentic experience and how to apply the concept in various contexts. 
From objective-related authenticity to Wang’s existential authenticity, the applicability of the 
concept (i.e., authenticity) has been extended from heritage/cultural/ethnic tourism to any forms 
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of travel. From an existential point of view, authenticity is a state of being which can be 
activated by tourist activities. Thus, we can claim that any people participating in any types of 
tourism activities can have an authentic experience. Yet, the notion of existential authenticity is 
heavily focused on the subjective experience of individuals in a particular setting. Also, when 
applying the existential authenticity in empirical studies, researchers focus on the psychological 
measurements and the subjective interpretations and meanings assigned by the tourists. As 
suggested by the framework, they do not care about the touristic settings or objects (which is 
regarded as stimuli to activate the state of being) or other social-cultural factors. Overall, while 
existential authenticity is a useful framework to understand the existential dimensions of tourists’ 
evaluations of their personal experience, it has its own limitations of understanding travel 
experience from a holistic and socio-cultural perspective.  
2.1.2 Mobilities paradigm: the dynamic relationship between travel experience and 
everyday life 
Due to the fast development of transportation and communication technology, human 
societies have experienced remarkable “time-space compression” in the past decades (Harvey, 
1999). The scale of global travelling is immense. From 1990 to 2016, the number of international 
tourist arrivals worldwide has increased from 563 million to 1.2 billion. In today’s world, 
tourism mobilities have been closely integrated with other forms of mobilities such as capital, 
goods, information, and knowledge. Travel is no longer an occasional activity but has become an 
inherent part of one’s mobile life. In the past three decades, there has been a “mobilities turn” 
occurred in the fields of social sciences (e.g., geography, sociology, anthropology, etc.) to study 
the modern movements of merchandise, people, and ideas. Under this wave of intellectual 
movement, a number of tourism scholars began to advocate using a new mobilities approach to 
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re-define and re-depict the complex and dynamic relationship between travel experience and 
everyday life. 
The growth of information and communication technologies (e.g., telecommunication, 
mobiles, internet, virtual reality, artificial intelligence, etc.) has grown more rapidly than any 
previous technology, which has significant impacts throughout the world. It is allowing new 
forms of coordination of people, meetings, and events to emerge. For instance, new forms of 
virtual and imaginative travel are invented, and being combined in unexpected ways with 
physical travel (e.g., virtual reality in theme parks). It brings transformational experience for 
tourists by blending the experience in the real surroundings with the experience provided by the 
virtual reality system. In addition, technological developments such as mobile devices and social 
media are enabling people to live “geographically independent” and have more networked 
lifestyles regarding work, living and travel. The frequent travel and mobile communication have 
blurred the traditional boundaries between home and away, leisure and work, mobile tourists and 
place-bound locals, extraordinary and mundane, present and absent (Hannam, Butler, & Paris, 
2014). 
Accordingly, it challenges our way of defining tourism and understanding travel 
experience. For instance, the classical definition by Leiper (1979) refers tourism as “the 
discretionary travel and temporary stay of persons away from their usual place of residence for 
one or more nights, excepting tours made for the primary purpose of earning remuneration from 
points en route” (p. 404). The UNWTO definition of tourism “comprises the activities of persons 
traveling to and staying in places outside their usual environment for not more than one 
consecutive year for leisure, business and other purposes.” Both definitions emphasize on the 
time, distance, and activities happened away home. In today’s world, individuals’ mobility has 
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greatly increased in three aspects: the number of people travelling, the frequency of travel, and 
the distance of travel. Mobility is an essential element of people's spatiotemporal experiences 
(Kwan, 2013). Travel itself or tourist’s mobility becomes as an important component of travel 
experiences. These complex experiences cannot be fully understood by just looking at where 
people live or where people travelled to. For instance, Caton and Santos’s (2007) studied 
tourists’ travel experience on Route 66 in the United States. All the participants noted that 
driving itself was an important of experience and the central feature of the trip, as it allows 
tourists to experience the landscape on the road and to involve the bodies in the driving 
experience.  
In addition, the meanings of distance and being away have been transformed due to the 
ease, immediacy, and frequency of communication between tourists and their families, friends, 
or colleagues back home. Generally speaking, today’s tourists travel with cell phones have ready 
access to internet and use low-cost mobile services to keep contact with people at home. In using 
modern communication services, tourists can experience a continuing sense of embeddedness in 
social networks back home, which transforms the experience and meanings of being away. Even 
though tourists are physically away from home, they can constantly refer and connect their 
experiences at the destination to life back at home. Therefore, there is a sense of diminished 
significance of the distinction between the home place and being away. In addition, travel 
experience is not merely about participation in the activities in the destination, but also involves 
the interaction and communications with the social networks at home. 
With such backdrops, the previous dichotomy and static way of thinking is not sufficient 
to capture the complex and dynamic integration of tourism with other forms of mobilities which 
have transformed people’s life and travel experiences. In contrast to the traditional tourism 
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paradigm, the mobilities paradigm emphasizes on using a dynamic perspective to understand the 
importance of the systematic movement of people, materials, images, information, power, ideas, 
etc. (Sheller and Urry, 2006). All places are tied into at least thin networks of connections that 
stretch beyond each such place and mean that nowhere can be an island. The mobilities paradigm 
allows researchers to place tourism at the center of social and cultural life rather than at the 
margins (Coles & Hall, 2006; Hannam, 2009). Tourism is not viewed as an ephemeral aspect of 
social life that is practiced outside people’s regular daily life. Instead, tourism is integrated to the 
wider processes of economic, cultural, and political development process and even constitutive 
of patterning of everyday life (Franklin & Crang, 2001).  
From a mobilities perspective, tourism activities and experiences is bound up with 
people’s everyday life. It is proposed to conceive of tourism as an everyday activity (Haldrup & 
Larsen, 2010). In addition, tourism mobilities and other forms of mobilities inform and are 
informed by each other. The linkages between tourism mobilities and others mobilities at 
difference scales are also important to research. Supporters of mobilities paradigm point out that 
tourism researchers should not only focus on understanding the large-scale movements of 
people, objects, capital, information across the world, but also need to pay attention to the more 
local processes of daily transportation, movement through public space, and the travel of 
material and non-material things within everyday life domains simultaneously (Hannam, Sheller, 
& Urry, 2006; Hannam et al, 2016).  
In addition, proponents of mobilities paradigm stress to using an “emic” approach to 
study the tourism phenomenon in emerging world regions which were not extensively studied 
before. For instance, many scholars argued that modernist tourism theory is based on Eurocentric 
paradigmatic assumptions; it cannot deal adequately with tourism from the emerging regions 
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(e.g., Cohen & Cohen, 2015; Michael & Beeton, 2007; Mkono, 2011). As majority of the earlier 
tourism theories and empirical studies were developed and conducted prioritizing Westerners as 
international tourists, while representing the people of the emerging regions as hosts. Cohen and 
Cohen (2015) argued the advantages of using mobilities paradigm as a general approach for the 
study of tourism in emerging regions: 1) the mobilities paradigm emphasizes a dynamic 
perspective on tourism phenomena, incorporating the shift from permanence to flux; it stresses 
the mobile nature of tourism and allows different perspectives to view the phenomenon of 
interest in analysis; 2) it is free of any expressly Eurocentric bias as the mobilities paradigm 
allows the researchers to study the tourism in emerging regions from its own social-cultural roots 
and background.   
2.1.3 Major life domains  
Based upon the mobilities approach, this study aims to understand the dynamic and 
complex relationship between Chinese tourists’ travel experience and their everyday life 
experience. In addition to documenting and interpreting tourist activities, this study will 
incorporate one important concept, major life domains, to empirically examine the relationship 
between tourists’ experience and their perceptions of major life domains among Chinese tourists 
who travelled to the heartland of the United States. The concept of life domain has originated 
from health and well-being related research in the fields of psychology (e.g., Roberts, Kuncel, 
Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg, 2007; Wrosch, & Scheier, 2003), medical health (e.g., Sprangers & 
Schwartz, 1999), sociology (e.g., Diener & Suh, 1997; Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003) with 
different focuses on the impacts of psychological factors on satisfaction of life domains (e.g., 
personality traits), health-related quality of life domains (e.g., physical and mental health), and 
socio- and cultural-related quality of life domains. Although different items have been used to 
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discuss the potential inter-person differences in perceived importance of life domains, such as 
quality of life domains (Ritsner et al., 2000), domain importance (Hsieh, 2005), value priority 
(Inglehart, 1978), and psychological centrality (Ryff & Essex, 1992), there is a consensus that 
major life domains are critical in studying individual’s everyday life experience. 
2.1.3.1 The typology of major life domains 
Scholars have long recognized the possibility that not all aspects of life are equally 
important to all individuals. Different groups of people in different settings may have different 
evaluations of the importance of specific aspects of life. It is therefore difficult to identify a 
universal typology of major life domains for everyone. Yet there is a consensus that the structure 
of the life domains is multi-dimensional and dynamic. During the past few decades, a great 
number of studies have been conducted to study the individual life domains. Table 1 exhibits a 
number of examples of major life domains typology in different studies across various fields. A 
review of the literature suggests that two types of methods have been widely used to define or 
identify the structure of major life domains for certain groups. The first type is to use qualitative 
methods to explore the dimensions of important life domains for a specific group of population. 
In general, studies undertaking this approach seek to explore the importance of specific life 
domains among a small group of people with special needs and interests (i.e., older adults, 
adolescents, immigrants, patients, etc.). Researchers often conduct in-depth interviews with the 
selected participants to document and identify the key life domains that are important for them. 
In other words, the typology of the major life domains is not predefined or adopted from 
previous research; it is emerged from the qualitative data.  
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As this group of research is focused on understanding the life experience of small groups 
of people who have very diverse life styles and needs, empirical studies of different subjects 
often lead to very different typologies of major life domains. For instance, Hsieh (2005) 
examined the relationship between age and life domain comparison among a group of American 
adults between 50 and 60 years. Through personal interviews and qualitative analysis, Hsieh 
identified eight major life domains that are important for the participants. They are: health, 
family life, religion, friendships, financial situation, spare time, and neighborhood. Another 
example is Clark and his colleagues’ (1995) study on major life domains on American adults 
over 70 years. They conducted personal interviews with 29 participants and identified 10 life 
domains that are important for those well old adults. They are: activities of daily living, 
adaptation to a multicultural environment, free time usage, grave illness and death, spirituality, 
health maintenance, mobility maintenance, personal finances, personal safety, psychological 
well-being and happiness, and relationships with others. These two studies echo the assumptions 
that major life domains mean different things to different people at different points in their life 
(Dolnicar, Yanamandram, & Cliff, 2012). That is, people’s perceptions towards their life 
domains may evolve at different time points.  
In addition to using the qualitative interview to identify the key life domains, researchers 
in certain cases tend to focus on a few specific life domains that are critical to subjects as well as 
to the topic of research. For instance, Soenens and Vansteenkiste (2005) examined the factors 
influencing adolescent’s experience of autonomy in particular three life domains. They are: 
schooling, vocational careers and peer competence. Birman, Trickett, & Vinokurov (2002) 
examined the three important major life domains for the Soviet Union Jewish refugee’s 
adolescents including peer and family, school performance, psychological, as these three 
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domains are important aspects of life experience to understand these immigrant teenagers’ 
acculturation and adaption in the United States. 
The second type is to use the theoretically developed and empirically validated 
instruments to quantitatively measure the indicators (e.g., importance, satisfaction, perceptions, 
etc.) of life domains on a more general population. The content of instruments is often focused 
on evaluating the importance of and satisfaction with discrete life domains. The typology of 
these life domains is often broad and general. During the research process, researchers often ask 
participants to rate the importance of and satisfaction with each individual domain (e.g., work, 
family, health, leisure, financial, leisure, etc.) on a five-point or seven-point scale. Accordingly, 
quantitative methods are applied for data analysis. For instance, Schwarz, Strack, Kommer and 
Wagner (1987) tested the impact of temporary moods on judgements of satisfaction with life in 
general and with specific life-domains. T-test was used to compare the participants’ satisfaction 
of life domains before and after a soccer game. The findings suggest that people’s evaluation on 
specific life domains is less likely to be affected by mood than evaluating their life in general. 
Chen, Chiu, Roese, Tam and Lau (2006) examined the culture differences regarding 
counterfactual thoughts between Chinese and American college students in five life domains: 
schoolwork, romantic relationships, family relationships, friendships, and life in general. 
Questionnaire survey was conducted among more than 200 college students in each group, and 
Binomial Generalized Linear Models were used to determine the effects of culture on students’ 
counterfactual thinking in different life domains.   
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2.1.3.2 Major life domains in tourism research  
Since 1990s, tourism as one important life aspect has gained much attention from 
scholars. Many tourism scholars began to explore the relationship between tourism experience to 
other spheres of people’s lives and experiences. The concept of major life domains in tourism 
research is mostly plugged into the studies on people’s health and well-being. In the past 
decades, a number of studies have been conducted to examine the relationship between travel 
experience and happiness, subjective well-being, quality of life, or the factors influencing the 
relationship between tourism and quality of life. For instance, Neil, Sirgy and Uysal (1999) 
examined the relationship between service aspects of travel experience and life satisfaction in 
general. They surveyed 2700 American leisure travelers to reflect upon their recent travel 
experience and their satisfactions with the quality of travel services. They found that travel 
experience has a direct positive impact on the overall life satisfaction of these leisure travelers. 
Overall, travel offers more value than simply short-term, hedonic experiences, but contributes to 
long-term broader aspects of life satisfaction and positive functioning (McCabe & Johnson, 
2013).  
In addition to exploring the relationship between travel experience and life satisfaction in 
general, empirical research has demonstrated that travel experience and tourism activities can 
contribute to positive effects on a variety of life domains (Uysal, Sirgy, Woo, & Kim, 2016). For 
instance, Gilbert and Abdullah (2004) compared a holiday-taking group and non-holiday-taking 
group in the UK, and the results showed that the former experienced a higher sense of well-being 
prior to and after their travels. They adopted the instruments from Andrew and Withey (1976) to 
measure life satisfaction in 12 life domains (Table 1). They found that holiday takers are 
generally happier for eight of the twelve specific life domains after the trip. They are: 
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interpersonal relationships, self, services and facilities, health, nation, job, economic situation, 
and leisure. Yet no significant difference was found about the domains of family, friends, home, 
and neighborhood.  
McCabe and Johnson (2013) surveyed a group of “social tourists” in the UK, low-income 
individuals who had received financial support to take a holiday break. They adopted the 
instruments from British Household Panel Survey to measure the major life domains including 
health, income, accommodation, family, employment status, social life, amount of leisure time, 
and spend leisure time. They found that travel experience positively affects social tourists’ 
subjective well-being, especially in the domains of leisure time, family, and social time.   
Overall, these empirical studies provide a foundation to understand the relationship 
between travel experiences and people’s life experience. However, several problems need to be 
solved for conducting future research in this field. First, the majority of these studies except a 
few (Sirgy, Kruger, Lee, & Yu, 2011) tend to take a quantitative approach to study the effects of 
tourism experience on people’s lives (e.g., life satisfaction) (e.g., Neal, Sirgy, & Uysal, 1999; 
Chen, Lehto, Cai, 2013; Woo, Kim, & Uysal, 2015). More than often a general typology of 
major life domains from previous research was directly adopted for measurement purposes. Yet, 
the specific social-culture contexts of the participants were not taken into account when 
conceptualizing people’s life experiences (Gilbert and Abdullah, 2004). In addition, the typology 
of the major life domains is often too broad to be informative. For instance, six aspects of life 
domains are generally considered as important to understand people’s live experiences: the 
socio-economic status, health, interpersonal relationships, leisure/travel, environment, and 
personal beliefs. However, the specific and rich meanings associated with each life domain were 
often missing in empirical research.  
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The second problem is regarding the conceptualization of the relationship between travel 
experience and people’s life experiences. The review of the literature indicates that most of the 
previous studies simplified the linkages between tourism experience and people’s experiences in 
life domains as linear relationships. Tourism experience is always treated as the independent 
variable, while people’s satisfaction of life in specific domains or in general are treated as 
dependent variable. The linkages between tourism experience and people’s life experience is 
simplified as one direction. It did not consider the possible mutual influence between travel 
experience and people’s life experience. In addition, the effect of tourism experience on people’s 
life domains is either positive or negative. Such binary conceptualization is not sufficient to 
capture the mutual and fluid interaction between travel experiences and people’s life experience. 
In order to fully understand and appreciate the complex and dynamic relationship between 
tourism experience and people’s life experiences, more comprehensive conceptualization needs 
to be developed. 
The third issue is about the conceptualization of people’s life experience in specific 
domains and life satisfaction in general. The majority of the studies adopted a hierarchical model 
to depict and explain the relationship between the satisfaction of specific life domains and 
subjective well-being in general (Meadow, 1988). The basic assumptions are that: people’s 
satisfaction of life occurs at various levels of specificity, and subjective well-being in general is 
functionally related to and influenced by various domains of life. The greater the satisfaction 
with specific domains of life is, the greater the satisfaction with life in general. Although there 
may be a hierarchical relationship between people’s feelings and satisfaction of specific domains 
between the life satisfactions in general; it is problematic to simplify it as the linear relationship. 
For example, in the empirical study by Woo, Kim, & Uysal (2015), life satisfaction is measured 
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on 12 specific domains. The multi-items used to measure each specific life domain are simply 
summed and averaged to form a composite measure of specific life domain. However, each 
domain of life may weigh differently for different people. Such simplification covers the 
difference between individual life domains and its nuanced relationship with travel experience.     
Fourth, the travel experience itself is missing in the discussion of the relationship 
between travel experience and people’s life experiences. The tourism experience is either largely 
depicted as service-centered (e.g., Neal et al., 1999), or being neglected when comparing the 
prior- and post trip satisfactions of life domains (e.g., Chen et al., 2013; Richards, 1999). There 
is no description of tourism activities or interpretations of the meanings attached to travel 
experience. The effect of tourism experience is examined based upon the measurements of 
participants’ evaluations of life experiences after the trip. What happened on the trip was 
undocumented in most of the previous studies. Therefore, it is unclear which aspects of the travel 
experience was the trigger to affect people’s feelings and perceptions of life domains or 
evaluations of their life as a whole.     
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Table 1 Examples of major life domain structure of previous research 
Authors& years Research topic 
























Hsieh (2005) Age and social 
comparison among 
older adults 
Health, family life, 
religion, friendship, 
financial situation, spare 
time, neighborhood 
Personal interview 
Clark et al. 
(1995) 
Adaptive strategies for 
older adults  
Activities of daily living,  













Quality of life and 
materialism 
Family, friends, yourself, 
residence, health, fun & 







Quality of life Family, home, friends, 
mental health, leisure.  
Adopted from 
literature 











of American college 
students 
Standard of living, health, 
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Table 1 (cont.) 
Examples from Tourism and Travel Research 
Neal, Sirgy, & 
Uysal (1999) 
Satisfaction with 
tourism services and 
satisfaction with leisure 
life and overall life 
satisfaction 
Leisure life domain 
Non-leisure life domain 





The effects of 
holidaytaking on life 
satisfaction  
Family, friends, home, 
interpersonal relationships, 
economic situation, job, 
leisure, neighborhood, 
self, services and 




Withey’s (1976)  
Andereck, & 
Nyaupane (2011) 
Quality of life domains  Community well-being, 
Urban issues, 
Way of life, community 











Lee, & Yu (2011) 
Tourists’ positive and 
negative memories 
from the most recent 
trip affect satisfaction 
in life domains 
Social life, 
leisure/recreation, family 
life, love life, arts/culture, 
work life, health& safety, 
financial life, spiritual life, 
intellectual life, self, 







and social tourism 
Health, income, 
accommodation, family, 
employment status, social 
life, amount of leisure 





Chen, Lehto, Cai 
(2013)  
Effects of vacation on 
satisfaction of specific 
life domain and general 
life 
Family, friends, home, 
interpersonal relationship, 
economic situation, job, 
leisure, neighborhood, 
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Table 1 (cont.) 
Woo, Kim, & 
Uysal (2015)  
Residents’ satisfaction 
on specific life 




domain: material life, 
financial situation, 
standard of living 
Non-material well-being 
domain: health, emotional 
life, community life 
Adopted from 
literature 
Note: this table exhibits studies that examine people’s major life domains in various fields. Thus, 
it is not intended to be exhaustive in its coverage.  
 
2.2 The conceptual framework and research questions 
The purpose of this research is to explore the dynamic relationship between travel 
experience and everyday life. Mobilities paradigm provides a useful framework to conceptualize 
the relationship between travel experience and everyday life. It emphasizes the mobile nature of 
tourism and allows different perspectives to view the phenomenon of interest in analysis. Instead 
of being framed as two separate domains, travel experience and everyday life is viewed as 
bounded up with one another. As Urry argued, “what makes particular tourist’s gaze depends on 
what it is contrast with, what the forms of the non-travel experience happen to be” (Urry, 1990, 
p1-2). Tourists’ experiences along the journey are socio-culturally framed by everyday life (Urry 
& Larsen, 2011). There is no fixed or universal tourist experience. Tourist experience varies by 
social group, society and historical period as it is socially produced and mobile. From this 
perspective, the picture of tourists’ daily lives and social positions serves as a reference point to 
understand their travel experiences in a new environment. On one hand, tourists’ experience at 
the destination resonates with their practices of everyday life, their identities, and their being and 
social positions in the society. On the other hand, travel experience influences and reshapes 
people’s thoughts and viewpoints. Tourists do not simply return as before but contain a potential 
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for change which is not previously present. The newly gained experience can be a mirror to 
allow tourists to reflect and review their daily life with a different perspective. 
This study chooses Chinese tourists who travelled to the heartland of the United States as 
research subjects. First, China is a fast-developing country involved in extensive mobilities. The 
socio-economic modernization within the past forty years leads to the social transformation such 
as the rising of Chinese middle class and the change of people’s lifestyles. During the process of 
China’s socio-economic reforms and continued integration into the global system, a new middle 
class has been rapidly growing in China during the past four decades (Iskyan, 2016). The new 
middle class has become the dominant segment of Chinese outbound tourism. The people who 
have newly moved into this social class are the beneficiary of China’s market-oriented economic 
agenda over the four decades. Compared to most people in China, the new middle class have 
gained higher income and social status. Undoubtedly, the economic development laid the 
materialistic foundation for the emergence and growth of China’s middle class. Additionally, the 
social transformation from an extreme centralism to a socialist democratic political system since 
1980s provides favorable conditions for the prosperity of China’s middle class (Zhou, 2008). 
 Different from most developed countries whose middle-class people account for about 
50% of the whole population and represent the mainstream of a society, the new middle class in 
China constitutes about 20% of the whole population and is regarded as the elite stratum of the 
society (Niu, 2018). This social group stands out as a salient force of the process of China’s 
socio-economic modernization and outbound tourism (Chen & Lu, 2011). According to the 2016 
report by China National Tourism Administration (CNTA), China’s outbound tourists have 
grown by 2.5 times in the past decade and will keep growing. According to Mastercard’s Future 
of Outbound Travel report (Choong & Wong, 2017), China’s outbound tourists are forecasted to 
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grow by an average of 8.5% per year. About 39.7 percent of outbound trips are accounted for by 
Chinese households earning above US$ 30,000 in 2016. It suggests that outbound travel is 
clearly dominated by the middle and higher-income class. Projecting forward to 2021, 
households earning income above US$ 10,000 will drive outbound growth as share of these 
households increase to 48.8%. 
Second, middle class is regarded as the “new mainstream” of China society, which is also 
reflected in their travel preferences and behaviors. The well-educated middle class have deeper 
spiritual pursuits, so they are more interested in in-depth cultural travel and self-driving trips. 
They are no longer satisfied by “superficial” sightseeing tours. While majority of Chinese 
middle-class tourists prefer to travel independently, independent outbound tourism is still in its 
infancy stage. One such example is the growing market of Chinese independent travelers to the 
heartland of the United States such as Route 66. More and more Chinese tourists are abandoning 
package tours and choose independent overseas travel in order to explore and experience the 
American culture. As an important segment of Chinese outbound tourism, independent travel to 
the heartland of the United States is expected to continuously expand.  
Yet, the understanding of this emerging market segment remains limited. Li (2015) 
proposed the notion Chinese outbound tourism 2.0 to indicate the new wave of Chinese tourists 
and calls for more research attention to explore the changing patterns and needs of Chinese 
middle class. Especially, more research is needed to explore the underlying cultural reasons and 
socio-economic factors affecting Chinese tourists’ preferences, behaviors and experiences. These 
independent travelers from middle class are representatives of the new trends of Chinese 
outbound tourism. It is anticipated that the volume of Chinese tourists to the heartland of the 
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United States will continue to grow therefore bring more opportunities for tourism business in 
both China and the United States. 
In addition, mobilities paradigm stresses to use an ‘emic’ approach to study the tourism 
phenomenon in emerging tourism markets, and travel experience is understood as a diverse and 
plural phenomenon (Cohen & Cohen, 2015). It helps researchers to be more cautious when using 
established theories which are developed based on western tourists to explain the psychology and 
behavior of Chinese tourists. China is a developing country and has very different cultural roots 
and values from western societies. The application of existing models by posing close-ended 
questions to Chinese respondents may deprive them of the opportunity to express their thoughts 
and ideas that are alien to the western population but unique to the Chinese societies (Hsu & Cai, 
2007). Therefore, tourism models based upon western tourists’ experience may or may not be 
applicable to Chinese tourists and the empirical findings from developed societies may or may 
not be relevant in the Chinese context, and different methodologies rather than quantitative 
approach are much needed to address these issues. Overall, Chinese tourists travelling to the 
heartland of the United States is not only an emerging tourism segment with significant volume 
and growth but also provides opportunities for researchers to apply mobilities framework, which 
emphasizes a dynamic perspective on touristic phenomena and free of biases, to examine the 
travel experience and its relationship with everyday life in such a context with diverse mobilities.  
Mobilities paradigm emphasizes to understand the linkages between travel experience 
and everyday life. It is important to not only focus on the tourist activities happened away home 
but also keep pace with tourists’ life experience and its dynamic interaction with tourism. It 
emphasizes to reveal hidden or unnoticed connections, patterns, and dynamics between tourists’ 
travel experience and everyday life. The mobilities paradigm therefore helps deal with the 
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increasingly blurred boundaries between tourism and other forms of mobilities in people’s 
everyday life. In this study, mobilities theory provides the theoretical framework to study 
Chinese tourists’ travel experience from a broader socio-cultural perspective and its relationship 
with everyday life.  
First, this study aims to examine Chinese tourists’ travel experience to the heartland of 
the United States. Second, this study aims to explore how Chinese tourists’ travel experience is 
related to or resonates with their everyday lives. In particular, the concept of major life domains 
will be plugged in to understand and contextualize Chinese tourists’ everyday life experience and 
its linkages to travel experience. Third, this study aims to explore the influence of travel 
experience on tourists’ daily life. Specifically, it will focus on the impacts of travel experience 
on tourists’ attitude change on major life domains. In sum, this study has the following questions 
to address and the conceptual framework is presented in Figure 1.  
1. What are Chinese tourists’ travel experience in the heartland of the United States? 
2. How is Chinese tourists’ travel experience related to their daily lives? Specifically, what are 
the key linkages between Chinese tourists’ travel experience and major life domains? 
3. How do Chinese tourists’ travel experiences influence their attitudes of major life domains 
after trip?   
   
Figure 1 Conceptual framework of this study  
Chinese tourists’  
everyday life experience 
(Major life domains) 
Travel experience in the 
heartland of the US 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 
3.1 Mixed methods research design 
The main purpose of the present study is to understand the linkages between tourists’ 
travel experience and everyday life experience. Building upon the mobilities paradigm, a two-
way linkage between travel experience and everyday life is conceptually constructed (Figure 1). 
Based upon the conceptual framework, this study will examine this bidirectional relationship 
between travel experience and everyday life. Specifically, this study will be conducted in the 
context of Chinese tourists travelling to the heartland of the United States.  
In order to understand this multifaceted and complex linkages between Chinese tourists’ 
experience in the United States and everyday life experience, mixed methods approach is 
deemed to be appropriate to use for this study in answering the three research questions. The 
combining of the qualitative research and quantitative research will have developmental and 
complementary strengths by collecting more comprehensive data and offers a broader and deeper 
understanding of research questions. The choice of research methods should follow research 
questions in a way that offers the best chance to obtain useful information (Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Qualitative research will be employed first to study the travel experience 
and major life domains and the linkages between them, and the quantitative research follows to 
evaluate the influence of travel experience on attitudes towards major life domains. The rationale 
for choosing such a mixed methods research design includes the following reasons. 
As proposed in the Section 2.2, the first research question focuses on the understanding 
of the Chinese tourists’ travel experience in the United States. The second research question aims 
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to identify the linkages between Chinese tourists’ travel experience and major life domains. The 
third research question focuses on the influence of travel experience in the United States on 
everyday life experience, particularly, the attitudes towards major life domains. 
  To best fit into the first research objective, qualitative method is deemed appropriate to 
study Chinese tourists’ travel experience. Qualitative interview allows researcher to tap into 
participants’ travel experience and search for meanings of the experience from participants’ 
perspective. To follow up, an opened-ended questionnaire survey will be appropriate to explore 
the major life domains of Chinese middle class. The analysis of in-depth interview and open-
ended questionnaire survey will be interactive. The comparison of two qualitative findings will 
be conducted to identify the key linkages between travel experience and major life domains. 
Moreover, the findings of the linkages between travel experience and major life domains (either 
similarity or variation) are to be used to develop the questionnaire survey to study the influence 
of travel experience on tourists’ attitude towards identified life domains.   
Overall, for the development purposes, the mixtures of combining qualitative and 
quantitative methods are deemed appropriate to address the three research questions. The 
qualitative methods of in-depth interview and open-ended questionnaire survey will be 
implemented concurrently while the quantitative methods will be implemented sequentially to 
capitalize on the benefits derived from qualitative methods. The overall research design can be 
divided into two stages (as shown in Figure 2). The first stage focuses on addressing the 
Research question #1, while the second stage is designed to address the Research question #2 
and #3. The detailed research design is illustrated as follows.  
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Figure 2. The flowchart of the research design 
 
3.2 Stage 1: Chinese tourists’ travel experience in the heartland of United States 
3.2.1 Research design 
 The first step is to design the qualitative study to explore Chinese tourist’s travel 
experience in the heartland of the United States. In particular, phenomenological approach is 
deemed appropriate to guide the study of this stage. Phenomenology is a qualitative research 
approach that focuses on gaining a deeper understanding of the experience of a particular group 
of people in a particular context (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). The phenomenological method 
does not merely call for an account of things tourists see or experience in the journey but also 
how tourists make sense of the travel experience in terms of their life experience. As such, it is 
Research Question #1  
 
To understand Chinese tourists’ travel 
experience in the heartland of the 
United States 
Qualitative: Open-ended questionnaire survey 
to explore the structure of major life domains of 
Chinese middle class 
Analyze the key linkages between travel 
experience and the major life domains 
Methods 
Research Question #3 
 
To examine the influence of travel 
experience on attitudes towards 





Quantitative: Based upon the key linkages 
identified, develop a questionnaire survey to 
measure the influence of travel experience on 
attitudes towards major life domains 
Qualitative: In-depth interview with Chinese 
tourists that visited Route 66 about their travel 
experience  
Research Question #2 
To explore the linkages between 
travel experience and major life 
domains  
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appropriate to apply the phenomenological approach to guide the qualitative study as it fits into 
the nature of the first research question.  
 There are several different approaches to conduct phenomenological research (i.e., 
individual, empirical, dialogical, and interpretative). Specifically, I will take the interpretative 
phenomenological approach (IPA) in this study. IPA is a qualitative approach that seeks for 
hidden meanings through the interpretation of information collected from participants (Ricoeur, 
1980). In-depth interview was deemed appropriate to collect detailed, reflective, first-person 
accounts from the research participants. For this specific study, the design of interview aims to 
address one question: to explore Chinese tourists’ travel experience in the heartland of the United 
States. Chinese tourists who have travelled to the Route 66 in the United States within 12 months 
prior to the sampling period were qualified to participate in this study. The detailed data 
collection process was reported as below.  
3.2.2 Data collection 
The snowballing sampling technique was adopted to recruit qualified participants on the 
basis of having had experience with the phenomenon of interest. Recruitment messages were 
posted on popular online forums among Chinese outbound tourists including Qunar.com, 
bbs.qyer.com and mafengwo.cn. In addition, recruitment message was disseminated within 
multiple WeChat groups specialized for Chinese travelers to US Route 66. Each potential 
informant who showed interest in the study was contacted by the researcher and later scheduled 
for an interview after participant agreed to participate.  
One-to-one in-depth interviews were conducted to collect detailed, reflective, first-person 
accounts of travel experience from participants. The interview by nature is flexible and semi-
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structured process. The interview was conducted with the aid of an interview guideline which 
was attached in Appendix A.  
First, participants’ demographic and trip information (i.e., age, gender, city, profession, 
itinerary, travel group, etc.) were collected. The second part of interview pertains to participants’ 
travel experience in the US Route 66 and how they make sense of the experience. In order to 
probe to uncover rich information in the form of stories, examples and accounts of respondent’s 
experience, photo-elicitation was adopted as a research tool in this study. Before the interview, 
each participant was asked to provide some memorable travel pictures they feel comfortable to 
share with the researcher. During the interview, the photos provided by the participants were 
used to elicit their thoughts and memories. Participants were asked to explain why the selected 
pictures are regarded as memorable and what story was associated with pictures. Photo-
elicitation not only helped researcher initiate conversations with participants but also helped 
participants refresh their memories during the interview.  
During the interview, participants were asked to describe memorable activities they 
participated in during their trip. Participants were probed to explain how they make sense of the 
experiences by participating in those activities. Answers obtained at this stage, which should be 
more abstract than the specific activities. Participants will be further asked to elaborate ‘why 
each activity was memorable to you’ to dig into the meanings of the experience. They were 
encouraged to provide multiple reasons. As this study aims to explore the linkages between 
participants’ travel experience and their everyday life experience. Therefore, during the 
interview, each participant was encouraged to elaborate their answers in a broader life context 
without being limited to the specific travel situation. Data collection continued until no new 
concepts of experiences are generated, which indicated a degree of saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 
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1967). In addition, other written accounts (e.g., travel blogs, diary, etc.) were collected if 
participants shared any.  
Throughout the data collection and analysis process, I frequently debriefed another 
tourism scholar my interviewing experience, looking for any instances of where I might change 
the interview style. As a native Chinese speaker who has living experience in the United States 
as well as travelled on Route 66, my cultural background helped me easily to establish rapport 
with the participants. The purpose of developing interest and establishing rapport with 
participants was to minimize constrained answers. I shared my personal background information 
with the participants in idle chatter to reduce the distance and initiate conversations. Participants 
knew me as a graduate student pursuing PhD degree in the United States and has great interest in 
China outbound tourism research and myself a traveler.  
During the interview, impressions were that most of the participants were open about 
their travel experience through the journey and talked about their everyday life experience which 
helped me understand better how they make sense of their experience. Some participants were 
willing to share their travel pictures, travel blogs and recorded videos with me. Overall, gaining 
the rapport with participants was a smooth process. All the interviews were conducted in 
Mandarin Chinese and digitally recorded with the permission of the participants. A total of 19 
interviews were completed. A full list of interview questions was attached in Appendix A. 
3.2.3 Data analysis   
Interpretive phenomenology acknowledges the notion that there may be many possible 
perspectives on a phenomenon. The interpretive phenomenology approach will involve a 
dynamic process with an active role of the researcher. It requires considerable interpretative 
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work on the part of the researcher. The resultant analytic account can therefore be regarded as 
the joint product of the reflection by both participant and researcher (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). 
Interpretive phenomenology acknowledges the influence of the researcher’s own conceptions 
and the interpretative activity involved (Smith & Osborn, 2003). 
 “The interpretation in interpretative phenomenological analysis is grounded in the text, 
but interpretative phenomenological analysis uses a questioning approach to understand the 
participant’s experiences, not primarily in the light of theories but also as seen from outside the 
participant” (Davidsen, 2013, p. 329). Thus, it holds a middle position between hermeneutics of 
meaning recollection and hermeneutics of suspicion. The interpretation in interpretative 
phenomenological analysis can be at different levels and the levels go deeper as the research 
progresses. During the data collection and analysis, researcher should take interpretation at all 
stages, meanwhile reflect upon one’s own role in producing these interpretations to maintain a 
commitment to ground myself in participants’ views.  
  In qualitative study, another important question that researchers need to address is how to 
interpret the data. Generally, phenomenological research has two different forms of 
interpretation of results: hermeneutics of meaning recollections and hermeneutics of suspicion. 
The first uses a more descriptive approach and focuses on an understanding of the experience on 
its own terms. The latter uses an external theoretical perspective and tries to shed light on the 
material from a more distant perspective. Interpretation is not primarily through applying a 
separate theoretical approach as in hermeneutics of suspicion. It provides an established, 
phenomenologically focused approach to the interpretation of these accounts. In this study, I will 
choose a position by combining these two forms of interpretation. That is, I will first interpret 
Chinese tourists’ travel experience in the heartland of the United States by grounding the 
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analysis in the original data, but the same time, the analytical results can be used to open up 
dialogues with previous research and existing theory. 
The purpose of interpretive phenomenology analysis is to discover hidden meanings not 
eliciting facts. According to Larkin and Thompson (2012), the outcome of a successful 
interpretive phenomenology analysis is likely to include an element of “giving voice” (capturing 
and reflecting upon the principle claims and concerns of the research participants) and “making 
sense” of participants’ experience. That is, the researcher must be able to capture and reflect 
upon the principle claims of the research participants and offer an interpretation of this material 
which is grounded in the data.   
In addition, researcher may use theoretical concepts to extend beyond what is found from 
the data. During the analysis of the interview scripts, I will get access to the participants’ travel 
experience through a process of inter-subjective meaning-making. In order to engage with 
participant’s travel experience from the perspectives of Chinese tourists, I also need to be able to 
identify and reflect upon my own travel experience and assumptions and make it clear in the 
analysis. I tend to take the ‘insider’s perspective’ during the analytical process and offer an 
interpretative account of what it means to participants within their particular contexts.  
The analysis of interview data began with the completion of the first interview and lasted 
throughout the entire data analysis process. The coding of data is a continuous process focused 
on understanding Chinese tourists’ travel experiences in the US Route 66 and how they make 
sense of the experience. The qualitative coding technique was used to analyze the interview data. 
The basic structure of the coding scheme was developed to answer the first research question of 
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this study. The researcher needs to identify Chinese tourist’s travel experience in the US Route 
66 and interpret the meanings.  
In the initial round of data coding, researcher carefully read through the transcripts and 
identified themes emerged across the data. The themes need to represent different aspects of 
participants’ travel experience on Route 66. The second round of data coding was conducted to 
examine the emerged categories and sub-categories under the travel experience themes and to 
make connections between categories/sub-categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The report of 
interpretative phenomenological analysis should not only reflect an understanding of respondent 
experience on the trip, but also their reflections and sense-making by findings the subjective 
representations of experiences. Finally, representative quotes of categories/sub-categories were 
selected.  
Through exploration of the narratives of 19 Chinese tourists, the analysis reveals that the 
travel experience of Chinese tourists consists of several important components. Attempts were 
made to eliminate any overlap among specific categories. The final thematic coding of each 
category minimized the inter-group overlap although it could not be completely avoided. The 
results reveal that the participants’ travel experience has certain identifiable patterns despite the 
differences in terms of trip planning. The reports aim to reflect the patterns discovered within the 
data as well as grasp the multiplicity of participants’ voices and the diversity of their 
experiences. The detailed analysis and discussions of travel experience were presented in 
Chapter 4.  
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3.3 Stage 2: The linkages between Chinese tourists’ travel experience and major life 
domains   
3.3.1 Research design  
3.3.1.1 Explore the structure of major life domains 
The second research question aims to understand the linkages between travel experience 
and people’s everyday life experience. The qualitative method using open-ended questionnaire 
survey is deemed appropriate to explore the structure of major life domains of Chinese middle-
class residents. It is because the majority of Chinese tourists who travelled overseas are from 
middle or upper-middle class (Peck, 2017). Therefore, understanding the structure of major life 
domains of Chinese middle class can help identify the important linkages between travel 
experience and everyday life experience. An online survey was distributed among Chinese 
middle-class residents, ages above 18 years old.  
Open-ended questions were embedded in the survey, asking volunteered respondents to 
provide answers to “Describe the important issues in your everyday life. It should be a concise 
description of the important topics related to the major aspects of your life. In other words, the 
responses should reflect the important issues you care about in your everyday life.” Respondents 
were asked to provide a minimum of three responses to illustrate important topics of their 
everyday lives. The answers were written in the format of short sentences or phrases. A total of 
50 complete questionnaires were collected. Qualitative coding method was used to analyze the 
responses obtained from Chinese middle-class residents. The first round of coding was to 
identify the topics that participants mentioned and merge the similar topics into the same group. 
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This process was conducted repeatedly until no newer topics emerged from the data and the 
inter-group overlap was minimized. Each unite of data was assigned its own unique code label 
for a specific aspect of life domains. The detailed analysis and discussion of major life domains 
were reported in Section 4.2.  
3.3.1.2 Explore the key linkages and survey design 
The next step is to explore the key linkages between Chinese tourists’ travel experience 
and major life domains. Participants’ reflections on the travel experience and the comparison to 
the everyday life from the interview were analyzed. The results of the interview data were 
compared to the findings of major life domains from open-ended questionnaire survey. The 
detailed analysis of key linkages between travel experience and major life domains was 
presented in Section 4.3.  
Based upon the key linkages identified, a questionnaire survey is designed to examine 
tourists’ post-trip attitudes towards major life domains that were reflected in participants’ travel 
experience. As the findings suggest (Section 4.3), several major aspects of major life domains 
were frequently reflected in respondents’ travel experience. The influence of travel experience 
on participants’ attitudes towards their everyday life was analyzed. Building upon the results, a 
questionnaire survey was developed. The items of the questionnaire survey were constructed 
based upon the qualitative findings. In particular, the survey includes the following two parts.  
1) List the primary travel activities that respondents participated and from which they 
elaborated the associations of the travel experience to their everyday life experience. 
Respondents are to be asked if they have participated in similar kinds of activities during their 
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trip to the United States. The responses are measured on a 5 Point-Likert scale (1 strongly 
disagree to 5 strongly agree). 
 2) List the possible attitudes change towards specific life domains after the trip based 
upon the linkages drawn from the qualitative findings. Respondents are to be asked if after the 
trip, they felt the travel experience had impact on their attitudes change of a certain aspect to 
certain extend. The responses are measured with 3 Point-Likert scale (-1 negative impact, 0 no 
impact, 1 positive impact). The detailed discussions of survey items are elaborated in Section 
4.5. The final survey questionnaires (both English version and Chinese version) are attached in 
Appendix B.  
3.3.2 Data collection 
Questionnaire survey will be conducted to explore the influence of travel experience on 
the attitudes of major life domains after the trip among a larger sample. The questions were first 
developed in English and translated into Chinese for final sampling by the author. Translation-
back-translation was then used as a method to check translation accuracy (Brislin, 1976). A 
second professional bilingual blindly translated the Chinese version back to English, the original 
language. The author compared the two English versions to evaluate the quality of the original 
Chinese translation. The survey will be web-based and disseminated among Chinese tourists who 
travelled to the United States within the past 12 months. As the purpose of the survey is to test 
the effects of travel experience on attitudes of certain major life domains. Tourists who finished 
the trip within one year prior to the survey are qualified to participate in this study. It is 
anticipated to collect a minimum of 200 samples. The author contacted with two Chinese travel 
agencies from Beijing who allowed me to join their social media groups on WeChat for 
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communications between Chinese tourists. The recruitment message and survey link were posted 
within the WeChat groups.  
3.3.3 Data analysis 
The analysis of the questionnaire survey will apply quantitative approach. First, the 
experience items and attitude items of each domain will be summed to calculate the total 
experience score and attitude score regarding different life domains. In order to test the linkages 
between travel experience during the trip and change of attitudes of major life domains, the 
correlation between the travel experience and attitude change regarding each life domain will be 
computed. The Pearson correlation coefficient for each life domain will be calculated and 
presented. In addition, clustering methods will be applied to categorize tourists into different 
groups based upon their attitudes change after the trip. In particular, K-means algorithm and 
elbow method will be used for clustering and determining the best number of clusters. In 
addition, the distribution of the travel experience and attitude change in each cluster will be 
calculated to analyze the difference between different groups of tourists.  
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Chapter 4 Findings 
The purpose of this chapter is to analyze Chinese tourists’ travel experience on Route 66 
and its relationship with everyday life experience. In the first section, I will first present how the 
tourists made sense of their travel experience by diving into the narratives of participants. In the 
second section, I will focus on analyzing how travel experience is related to or resonates with 
their everyday life as well as identifying key linkages between tourists’ travel experience and 
their major life domains reflected through narratives. In the last section, I will turn my attention 
to analyzing the influences of travel experience on tourists’ attitudes towards the key aspects of 
life domains after the trip.  
4.1 Travel experience on Route 66  
A total of 19 Chinese tourists who travelled to the Route 66 in the United States were 
interviewed. The sample included 9 females (47%) and 10 males, ranging from 29 to 60 years 
old. The average age of the sample is 41 years old. All the respondents were from large cities in 
China, including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Tianjin, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Wuhan, 
Zhengzhou, and Xuzhou. Participants’ jobs consisted of a variety of professions such as 
advertising, information technology, investment, sales, education, urban planning, etc. All the 
participants have college degrees or above. They travelled by self-driving with either friends or 
family. In addition, it was the first-time trip to the United States for majority of participants 
(79%). The detailed profiles of participants were presented in Table 2. All the participants’ 
identities were disguised in analysis by using pseudonyms. 
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 Table 2 The profiles of participants 






City Travel info 
1 M 54 John, 
museum 
manager  
College Married/1 Guangzhou 2 months, first-time 
to US. Experienced 
traveler. Travelled 
with friends.  
2 F 55 Lisa, 
retired 
teacher 
College Married/1 Wuhan 10 days, second-time 
to US, travelled with 
her daughter.  
3 F 29 Jenny, 
product 
designer 
Graduate Single/0 Beijing 10 days, first-time in 
US. Travelled with 
colleagues for 
business purposes. 
4 M 49 Mark, 
freelancer 
College Married/1 Shanghai 2 weeks, second-time 
to US. Lead the trip 
of a group of Chinese 
photographers.  
5 M 48 Matt, ads 
company 
staff 
College Married/1 Wuhan 15 days, first time in 
US. Travelled with 
friends. 
6 M 50 David, 
business 
owner 
College Married/2 Tianjin 15 days, first time is 
US. Travelled with 
friends and his 
family. His son 
attending college in 
US.  




College Married/1 Shanghai 12 days, multiple 
times in US. 
Travelled with 
family. 
8 M 40 Bob, 
college 
instructor 
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Table 2 (cont.) 
9 M 50 Robert, 
business 
owner 
College Married/1 Zhengzhou 10 days, first time in 
US. Travelled with 
friends and a 
professional tour 
guide.  
10 F 36 Emily, 
business 
recruiter 
Graduate Married/1 Shenzhen 10 days, multiple 
times in US. 
Travelled with 
family. 
11 F 35 Sophia, 
housewife 
Graduate Married/2 Shenzhen 10 days, third time in 
US. Travelled with 
family. 
12 F 36 Isabella, 
business 
sales 
College Married/1 Guangzhou 1 week, first time in 
US. Travelled with 
colleagues. 
13 M 40 Joseph, 
property 
broker 
College Married/1 Wuhan 10 days, first time in 
US. Travelled with 
travel friends. 
14 M 38 James, 
college 
instructor 
Graduate  Married/1  Nanjing 2 weeks, first time in 
US. Travelled with 
family and friends. 
15 F 39 Lucy, 
business 
consultant 
Graduate  Married/1 Beijing 2 weeks, visiting 
scholar in US. 
Traveled with family 
and three friends. 




Graduate  Married/1 Xuzhou 1 week, first time is 
US. Travelled with 
family and friends. 
17 M 32 Andrew, IT 
employee 
Graduate Married/0 Shenzhen 1 week, first time in 




- 44 - 
 
Table 2 (cont.) 
18 F 32 Lily, 
product 
manager 
Graduate Single/0 Beijing 1 week, first time to 
US. Travelled with a 
professional guide 
and 5 other Chinese 
tourists.   




Graduate Married/1 Beijing 1 week, first time to 
US. Travelled with 
husband and two 
friends.  
 
Through the examination of narratives of participants, the analysis revealed that Chinese 
tourists’ travel experience on Route 66 was complex and multifaceted. The qualitative analysis 
of interview scripts indicated four major aspects of participants’ experience on Route 66: 1) 
enjoying nature-based scenery, 2) reconstructing the image of America, 3) understanding 
American’s everyday life, and 4) building connections with local people. The detailed analyses 
of travel experience are presented below. 
4.1.1 Enjoying nature-based scenery  
The Route 66 passes through eight states - Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, 
New Mexico, Arizona, and California. The geographic landscape along Route 66 varies from 
lakes, green pastures and forests in Midwest (e.g., Illinois, Missouri, Kansas) to less green, 
sparser deserts in the South West (e.g., Oklahoma, Arizona, New Mexico). Findings suggested 
that visiting nature-based tourism sites (e.g., national parks) was considered as a must-have 
component of participants’ trips on Route 66.  
All the participants visited at least one national or state park along Route 66. Most 
frequently mentioned parks by participants included Grand Canyon National Park, Antelope 
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Canyon, Death Valley National Park, and Arches National Park. All of the participants were 
first-timers to the above-mentioned parks. They were enthusiastic about this part of the trip, as 
Linda (from Shanghai, 60 years old, retired airline staff) put it, “it is the time to relax and enjoy 
the nature as well as an opportunity to visit the world-famous natural wonders in the US”.   
The sharing of the experience in national parks were in threefold. The first aspect was 
about the enjoyment and appreciation of the diversity of geographic landscapes. The experience 
of visiting national/state parks were described as fascinating, beautiful, wild, original, relaxing, 
spectacular, etc. All the participants were from big cities in China. As some of them mentioned, 
they did not have sufficient time and opportunity to visit either parks or nature reserves in daily 
life. During the park visits on trip, they greatly enjoyed the feelings of being immersed in the 
nature and being away from the hustle and bustle of urban life.  
During the interview, several participants frequently referred to their previous park 
experience in China to illustrate the park experience in the US. For instance, one notable 
comparison made by participants is that American parks were considered as preserved well in 
their original forms and less commercialized while Chinese parks were regarded as attached with 
more touristic and commercial elements. Most national parks participants visited along Route 66 
are far away from urban areas. As commented by several participants, they hardly found any 
touristic or hospitality services (such as hotels, lodging, restaurants) inside the parks that they 
visited. In comparison, many national parks in China have diverse service facilities (either within 
or outside park) integrated with cultural landscapes (e.g., temples, villages). For instance, Linda 
(from Shanghai, 60 years old, retired airline staff) talked about her experience of visiting the 
Great Canyon National Park in this way.   
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The landscape in the parks was very original, pure, and wild. The national park we went 
to is very well-protected and not commercialized. The scenery of Great Canyon is very 
unique. We did not see hotels or restaurants near the park. It took us some time to find a 
good place for dining, which was somewhat inconvenient. It is quite different from 
national parks in China. The national parks in China are more crowded with tourists. 
There are a lot of things in addition to the nature. For instance, there are all kinds of 
shops inside the parks selling local products and souvenirs. Oftentimes, there are villages 
and communities inside the parks to provide lodging and dining service to visitors. It is 
very different. My park experience in America is more about experiencing the nature. 
(Linda, from Shanghai, 60 years old, retired airline staff)   
  
Figure 3 Landscape in nature-based attractions  
(photos taken and provided by participants) 
The second aspect mentioned by participants is related to park management system for 
the protection of natural landscapes and wildlife. For instance, Bob (from Hangzhou, 40 years 
old, college instructor) and his family visited two parks in Arizona. He was surprised by not 
seeing any large men-made constructions (such as gondola lift) inside the parks. The wildness 
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and spectacular scenery were well preserved with little modifications to suit tourists’ needs. In 
addition, strict laws and policies were implemented to protect the vegetation and wildlife inside 
the parks. Such experience of learning the managerial system of parks helped Bob further 
developed a deep appreciation of natural environment as well as the effort made by local 
community for environmental preservation and protection.  
The parks have spectacular landscapes. It is just amazing to see it in person. My family 
and I had a lot of fun. We went to two natural parks in Arizona. What impressed me most 
is that the parks have very good management system. The landscapes were well-
protected. Most trails inside the park are not men-made. It was not drivable. Visitors had 
to walk on the dirt trail. It has very strict rules to protect the animals and natural 
landscape inside the parks. Whoever feeds the animals will get punished. I was amazed 
by how much effort was made to preserve such beautiful natural environment. (Bob, from 
Hangzhou, 40 years old, college instructor)   
The third aspect of park experience frequently mentioned by participants relates to public 
environmental education. For instance, some parks provided educational mini-programs 
specifically designed for kids. Bob’s daughter (6-year-old) participated in a Junior Ranger 
activity which helped her gain knowledge of nature and environmental protection. The 
participation of such programs was considered as memorable and fun experience as well as 
bringing educational benefits to visitors. In addition, the learning experience through such mini-
programs helped participants gain awareness of environment issues and knowledge of 
environmentally friendly behaviors. Bob described his experience in this way: 
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Another memorable thing for me is the free educational materials and programs. My 
daughter had a lot of fun by participating in the Junior Ranger activity. I also learned a 
lot by following the missions of this program. Both adults and kids had a lot of fun and 
learned many things. It led us to be more aware of the importance of environmental 
protection. It was such a meaningful experience for us.  (Bob, from Hangzhou, 40 years 
old, school instructor)   
 
Figure 4 Participation in educational activity in a national park 
(Photos taken & provided by participants) 
4.1.2 Reconstructing the image of America 
Route 66, named as the Mother Road or the Main Street of America, is the only highway 
that has attained the status of American cultural icon. The places the Route 66 passes through 
contain rich information of American culture and history. Route 66’s symbolic history illustrates 
the importance of the road to American culture and economic development in early 20th century. 
Many existing studies indicated that culture plays an important role in motivating international 
tourists to undertake travel (e.g., Kim & Chalip, 2004; Hanquin & Lam, 1999). Similarly, many 
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participants stated their strong intention to learn about American culture and history by taking 
the road trip on Route 66. 
For instance, several participants passionately shared their experiences of visiting Route 
66 themed museums, car museums and other attractions during the trip. Through visiting 
different history museums or relevant heritage sites, participants acquired knowledge of 
American west-ward migration, the development of motor vehicle industry, socio-economic 
development of American society in 20th century, etc. Overall, there are two aspects emerged 
from participants’ narratives regarding visiting history museums or relevant heritage sites: 1) 
understanding American history from a cross-cultural perspective; 2) refreshing antecedent 
image of American West and constructing new image of American Midwest. 
4.1.2.1 Understanding American history from a cross-cultural perspective 
A considerable literature has developed on people’s perceived image of foreign countries 
and distant locations. By assessing and comparing people’s views on foreign locations prior to 
and after a trip, empirical research indicated that tourists’ subjective perception changes as a 
result of modification of images based on the travel experience (e.g., Gallarza, Saura, & Garcı́a, 
2002). For most participants in this study, this trip was their first time to the United States. 
During the interviews, several participants mentioned that even though they had already learned 
about American history prior to the trip, visiting museums and heritage sites was regarded as a 
more direct way to ‘see’ and ‘feel’ American history. As one participant illustrated, “all what I 
had learned about American history was from Chinese media and books. Visiting museums on 
Route 66 for me is to see how American history is re-presented from American’s own 
perspective”.  
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For instance, Emma (from Beijing, 34 years old, urban design specialist) recalled that one 
museum visit in a small town in Illinois was personally meaningful to her. From that visit, she 
learned about American history and culture in the Mid-20th century. Various exhibitions 
presenting the past from different aspects were beyond what she had imaged. Emma described 
her experience in this way: 
The museum is not big but full of interesting collections. The stuff like cars, hoes and 
handloom all showed us what American people’s lives looked like in the old days. It is so 
vivid, and I felt like being in a movie setting. What impressed me most is the curator’s 
collections of army’s stuffs such as military uniforms, guns, helmets, and a purple heart 
medal of his brother who served in the US army in 1950s. I also learned a lot about 
Vietnam wars. The curator also told us a lot of stories about American soldiers and 
culture. (Emma, from Beijing, 34 years old, urban design specialist) 
   
Figure 5 A history museum in Illinois  
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
When asked about which part of the exhibition impressed her most, Emma explained that 
the collections in the museum which vividly revealed to audience what happened in the past was 
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just one aspect. What impressed her most was the collections of previous soldiers’ and knowing 
that soldiers who devoted to the country were highly honored and memorized in the United 
States. It further led her to reflect upon the different ways of remembering soldiers between 
China and US. She explained it in this way: 
 “This is reflected by two national Holidays - Memorial Day and Veteran Day. In the 
contrast, China does not have any official days to remember the individual soldiers who 
died in the war, although China suffered the second highest casualties in World War II, 
only next to Soviet Union. It is interesting for me to understand the cultural difference 
between the two countries in terms of how they view the history and honor the soldiers 
and military. The Memorial Day and Veteran Day are something China can learn from 
US to remember and honor the individual soldiers.” (Emma, from Beijing, 34 years old, 
urban design specialist) 
In another example, John (from Guangzhou, 54 years old, museum manager) shared his 
experience of visiting a history museum during the trip. He described the feelings of visiting the 
museum as if travelling back to the past through a time machine and helped him learning about 
America’s history. He was also excited about learning America’s societal development in 20th 
century by seeing those exhibitions. John described his experience in this way: 
I visited the history museums on Route 66, saw many antique cars, old houses of 20th 
century. I really enjoyed visiting this museum and was amazed by the collections. I met a 
senior couple who like antique cars. They were driving a car manufactured in 1950s. I 
have never seen people driving such an old car on road. All these made me feel like 
entering a movie, traveling back to old times through a time machine. I found all those 
small things very interesting. Once I connected all those different things together, I felt 
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that I had a much better understanding of America’s past and today. It is a very good 
experience because I can only feel it when I was there. (John, from Guangzhou, 54 years, 
museum manager) 
During the interview, he also frequently referred to China’s societal development in the 
middle of 20th century. As John explained, this experience helped him to sketch the images of 
two different worlds by comparing the history of China and US in the same time period. It was 
not only a learning experience of America’s past but also enabled him to gain historical insights 
and to understand his own country in a fresh set of eyes. 
   
Figure 6 Historic attractions on Route 66 
 (Photos taken and provided by participants) 
For participants like Emma and John, visiting museums are perceived as ways of re-
learning history. What they valued most was the enlightenment experience which led them to 
gain historical insights from different point-of-views. When John concluded his museum 
experience, he said: ‘each museum, or each country has its own way to tell the story of its past. 
There are different perspectives regarding how to present the same piece of history. That’s why I 
want to visit different museums to understand why they are re-presenting the history in this way, 
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not in other ways.’ By the end of the interview, Emma summarized her experience of visiting 
history museums as, “it is definitely more than learning about American history. It helped me to 
rethink and re-understand of our own history as well”.   
Another aspect mentioned by participants is to understand American democracy and 
American spirit. In the case of Chinese middle-class, most of them are frequently exposed to 
American cultural products (e.g., social, media, movies, TV shows, etc.) (HKTDC Research 
report, 2017). In addition, there are frequent debates and discussions about China and US’ 
political systems on Chinese media. James from Nanjing (38 years old, college instructor) told 
me that one of his motives is “to come to the United States and personally observe, feel and 
understand what America’s democracy and American spirit are”. He mentioned that visiting the 
Lincoln Museum in Springfield, Illinois was a highly meaningful and memorable experience of 
his trip. The vivid presentation of American Civil War and Civil Rights Movement left a long-
lasting impression on him. It gave him a sense of what America’s democracy was as well as the 
historical process for the United States to reach its current political system. James described his 
experience of visiting the Lincoln Museum as: 
I really like the short movies displayed in the museum. It is kind of like re-playing the 
history to audience. These presentations made me feel very close to the scene, close to the 
historical figures, and close to the past. When watching the presentations and stories, I 
have a strong feeling that the American democracy of today is not easily accomplished in 
one night. It came with a very high cost including the fights and sacrifice of many people 
in the Civil War. (James, from Nanjing, 38 years old, college instructor) 
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What intrigued him most was the ways of re-presenting the history and delivering the 
message of how America’s democracy was established. James related back to his previous 
experience of visiting history museums in China.  
Visiting the Lincoln Museum was very interesting. I like the way that museum used for 
representing the history and showing what effort was made in the process of establishing 
democracy. I did feel a sense of patriotism from it. It reminds me of my previous 
experience of visiting museums about “the founding fathers” in China. The contents are 
different, but there are similarities in terms of representing history and educating public 
about the history and regime. (James, from Nanjing, 38 years old, college instructor)  
The Route 66’s evolution from early beginnings as one of the earliest American 
highways to its modern days as a tourism attraction has contributed to the lasting and meaningful 
symbolism of Route 66 in American culture. The places along the way present both tangible and 
intangible elements of Route 66. During our conversations, several participants regarded their 
experiences of driving on the old segments of Route 66 as an important component of their 
experiences. As one participant put it, driving on original road was as a must-do in order to have 
an “authentic” experience of Route 66. Driving on the road aged more than 100 years old was 
the ‘direct’ way for participants to connect to the history. 
For instance, Emma from Beijing drove from California to New Mexico in 2017. She 
looked up the old segments of Route 66 prior to the trip and learned that some portions of Route 
66, though being taken out of the US highway system, were still functional and were marked 
with historic road signs. Driving on the historical Route 66 road was considered as a symbolic 
and meaningful experience for her. The feelings of driving on the old Route 66 was described as 
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‘exciting’ and ‘dream come true’. Below are the words from Emma that illustrate her experience 
of driving on the old Route 66:  
Although most of Route 66 no long existed or was replaced by the modern interstate 
highways, some segments of Route 66 are still functional. I spent a lot of time looking up 
the old Route 66 roads before the trip. If we only drive on the modern highway, then this 
trip loses its meaning. So, it is very important for me to personally drive on the old Route 
66 and feel its history. Several times when we drove on the highway, we saw road signs 
saying “Historic US Route 66” then we knew we were on this famous highway which was 
built for 100 years. I felt so excited! It is dream come true. (Emma, from Beijing, 34 years 
old, urban design specialist) 
   
Figure 7 Old segments of Route 66  
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
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4.1.2.2 Refreshing antecedent image of American West and constructing new image of 
American Midwest  
Route 66 as a corridor connects many regions along the way from Chicago, Illinois to 
Los Angeles, California. Visiting different places in American West and American Midwest to 
learn about the culture in these regions has been mentioned as an important motivating factor for 
participants to travel on Route 66. In addition to big cities such as Chicago and Los Angeles, 
participants were interested in visiting small towns and villages. These places were considered as 
representing different aspects of American culture which Chinese tourists were less exposed to.  
It was the first-time trip for most participants to visit the United States. Interestingly, 
participants held different perceived images of American West and of American Midwest 
respectively. Many participants indicated that their perceptions of American West prior to the 
trip were primarily influenced by media portrayals. Especially, the American West was 
frequently depicted in American Western movies. For instance, Robert, from Zhengzhou (50 
years old, business owner), had great interest in learning about American culture and history. The 
media portrayal of American West such as wildness, cowboys and outlaws left a long-lasting 
impression on him. As Robert mentioned, “I’ve always been interested in American history. 
When I was young, I loved watching American Western-themed movies such as The Magnificent 
Seven, Desperado, Red Dead Redemption, etc. My early impressions about US came from those 
movies. Cowboys, gunslingers, outlaws, and wilderness are the typical images that immediately 
come up in my mind.”  
It appeared that many participants’ perceived images of American West were modified or 
changed after the trip, which was consistent with a previous research on image perception 
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modification process (Kim & Morrsion, 2005). The image modification occurred through the 
participation in different activities from which tourists accumulated new images of American 
West, compared new images to antecedent perceptions prior to the trip, and modified or changed 
previous images. In the case of Robert, through visiting different places in the West, he learned 
about the importance of Route 66 for the socio-economic development in the US. He also had 
interactions with local people during the trip which helped him understand the culture in 
different places. The following words from Robert illustrated how this trip changed his 
perceptions of American West.  
This trip changed my impression of American west. I am very impressed by the economic 
development of the west. Because of Route 66, the resources from the east could be 
transported to the west. Without the Route 66, there would not be today’s Hollywood and 
Silicon Valley. This also refreshed my impression of American West by knowing more 
about its modern development. I do see wilderness, but no more cowboys like in the 
movies.  (Robert, from Zhengzhou, 50 years old, business owner) 
Relatively, Chinese tourists are less exposed to information about American Midwest. As 
reflected in the interviews, most places in the Midwest were foreign to Chinese tourists prior to 
the trip. Most participants were familiar with the name of Chicago and Detroit, yet they knew 
little about other places in the Midwest. During the trip, they learned about the history and 
culture of different places and gradually accumulated the image of Midwest. For instance, 
Charlie, from Xuzhou, shared the story of how he established the image of Midwest through the 
trip.  
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I feel like discovering the places in Midwest. Most things I know about US are either 
from media or movies. I know Chicago but know very little about other places in this 
area. This time we travelled to the Saint Louis, which was another major city in the 
Midwest. It used to be a very busy city for connecting Chicago to the West as a 
transportation hub. We also passed through a couple of small towns in the Midwest. The 
cultures in these places are different from other parts of the US. So, I have a clearer 
picture of Midwest after the trip. (Charlie, from Xuzhou, 36 years old, government 
agency staff)  
Overall, there are two different types of views emerged regarding the perceived image of 
the United States. First, majority of participants had been exposed to and formulated the image 
of American West prior to the trip. Visiting different towns and participation in activities helped 
participants accumulate new images which eventually modified or changed their antecedent 
perceptions of American West. Second, most participants were unfamiliar with American 
Midwest prior to the trip and did not have a clear image of the region as a destination. The travel 
experience helped them fill up the blanks and construct image perception of the Midwest.  
4.1.3 Understanding American’s everyday life 
Different from other types of travel, the self-planned trip on Route 66 provided tourists 
with flexibility to visit a variety of places in the United States for an extended period of time. It 
was commented by participants that the trip offered a “deep dive American experience” that 
stretched beyond what they could experience from an organized group tour. In addition to 
appreciation of natural wonders in national parks and learning American history in 
museums/heritage sites, another important aspect frequently mentioned by interviewees is the 
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experience of visiting local communities which led to increased understanding of American 
people’s lives. Especially, most towns that Route 66 passes through were considered as less 
touristic and commercialized as compared to the big cities that were crowded with tourists. 
During the interviews, many participants shared their experience regarding local community 
visits and gaining insights into how ordinary American people live their lives. In particular, three 
aspects were frequently mentioned in this matter: environment, education, and leisure.  
First, living environment emerged as one of the most frequently mentioned aspects 
during the interview. The overall impression of local communities was described as clean, neat, 
and green. The streets and neighborhoods of most communities were commented as tidy and 
neat. Different from the high-rise condo buildings in most densely populated Chinese cities, 
residential areas in mid-sized American towns were comprised of single-family houses with high 
green coverage ratio. In addition, seeing wild animals such as squirrels, rabbits and goose around 
the neighborhood was mentioned by many participants as an interesting experience. As one 
participant recalled, “the natural environment in local communities provided habitats for wild 
animals. It is amazing to see that local people maintained harmonious relationship with those 
animals”. In addition, most residents can easily get access to the parks near home. Another 
aspect mentioned is the good air quality with little pollution and most industrial plants were far 
away from residential areas.  
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Figure 8 Environment of local community 
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
Existing research suggested that Chinese middle class put great emphasis on kids’ 
education, and they believe that having a global mindset is essential for individuals to be 
successful in today’s society (Blessing, 2014; Fu, Huang, Li, & Kirillova, 2017). In addition, 
Chinese middle class tend to show a great degree of openness to the cultural diversity and cross-
cultural communication and accordingly support their kids for overseas travel and educational 
experience (Huang & Li, 2018). While education is not reflected as a primary reason for 
travelling on Route 66, most participants who had kids showed great interest in learning about 
American education system. Especially, prestigious universities and schools were regarded as 
places of interest to visit for those who travelled with kids.  
For instance, Lucy (from Beijing, 36 years old, business consultant) travelled with her 
nine-year-old son. It was the first time for her family to travel abroad. Lucy took the trip as an 
opportunity for her son to broaden the horizon as well as to learn about American schools. When 
I asked about how she planned her trip, Lucy responded, “there are many great universities 
along the road, but we only visited two of them, Caltech and UCLA, because of limited time.” 
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When I further asked why she arranged two university tours which seemed not so relevant to 
Route 66, Lucy explained in this way, “road trip on Route 66 is only part of the experience. We 
also hope our son to get something out of this trip. The campus tours provided him with a great 
opportunity to physically being there and feel the atmosphere in those top American universities. 
Even though we did not stay very long, I think it was worth the time. If he wants to study in good 
universities in future, he knows that he needs to work hard. So, it is a valuable experience for 
him.” 
For parents like Lucy, even though university tours could be quite brief and were 
regarded as a “side dish” of the trip, they were still willing to take their children to visit 
prestigious universities to get a flavor of the overseas education. Such experience was believed 
to be significant for educational purposes as well as beneficial for the children’s future plans.  
In addition to university tours, several participants were interested in understanding 
American education system from this trip. For instance, Charlie (from Xuzhou, 36 years old, 
government agency staff) talked about his experience of travelling to a little town, Clinton, 
Oklahoma. He was impressed that the public education facilities in such a small town were well-
established. As he recalled, “what impressed me is the library in a small town near Clinton. I 
was surprised that there is a library in such a small rural place with the population of only 
several hundreds. Then I was even more surprised that the facilities in this library is not less 
than those in big cities. It has a children’s playground. Parents can watch their children playing 
or reading the books.”  
When I further asked why he cared so much about American education system if he was 
not sure whether his son would study abroad, Charlie explained that his family made a lot of 
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efforts both financially and socially to get his son into a top elementary school in his hometown. 
This is not unique for his family but common in many places of China. Similar with Charlie, 
several other participants also mentioned that investment on children’s education was important 
for their families. Although China’s education has been improved significantly during the past 
decades, there is still insufficient high-quality educational resources to meet large demand of the 
society. Especially, the discrepancy of educational resources between urban and rural areas is 
still huge. As continuous public discussions about education reforms going on in China’s media, 
many discussions are centered around the pros and cons of current educational system in China 
and American education system is oftentimes used as the example for comparison (Wang, 2013). 
From parents’ perspectives, they want to keep themselves up-to-date with the latest educational 
information and learn about different educational resources and opportunities which could be 
helpful for their children’s future plans.   
Another aspect mentioned by participants is gaining insights into American’s leisure life. 
Participants learned about various leisure activities through observing small occurrences such as 
people hiking and camping in parks, social events in restaurants, or by watching a sport game. 
Participants who did not have language barrier even took chances to get a flavor of “American 
leisure life” by interacting with local people and participating in activities.  
For instance, Lily (from Beijing, 32 years old, product manager) travelled with her 
friends, and they were impressed by seeing many sports posters inside a meat shop in Chicago. 
The shop owner enthusiastically introduced his favorite football and baseball teams to them 
(Figure 9 - Left). They also learned that the Soldier Field stadium for American football games 
and U.S. Cellular Field for baseball games were regarded as iconic landmarks by local 
community. As Lily stated, ‘I can feel how people love sports here. Many people we met love to 
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talk about it. Sports are part of their lives. There are always sports shows on TVs either at 
airport or restaurants.’ Two other participants watched National Basketball Association (NBA) 
games to experience the “vibrant sport culture” in local communities. One of them recalled, ‘I 
definitely felt the strong sports culture in the US. Many American cities have their own sport 
teams. So, people can easily relate themselves to sport. Another local tourist told me that his 
family supported a team for three generations which is quite amazing.’  
In addition, participants also mentioned their observations of American elderly’ leisure 
lives. John (54 years old, from Guangzhou, museum manager) was “amazed” by seeing 
American elderly doing “crazy things”, such as travelling in recreational vehicle, joining car 
clubs, riding motorcycles, etc. John further compared the difference in elderly’s retirement lives 
between China and US, “majority of Chinese elderly maintain a close relationship with their 
children and keep supporting the child’s family by offering child care after retirement.” As part 
of Chinese culture, there is social expectation for senior people to take care of their 
grandchildren even though legally this is not their obligation. Therefore, elderly’s leisure time is 
constrained by the commitment to caring for the families of their children. As John said, ‘my 
friends would think I am crazy and irresponsible if I join car clubs instead of taking care of my 
grandson. There is more diversity of American senior people’s lives’.  
In another case, Lisa (from Wuhan, 55 years old, retired teacher) also mentioned that her 
leisure time is tied to her daughter’s need for childcare: “after being retired, I still did not have 
much time for leisure. My daughter and her husband were very busy with work. We needed to 
help them take care of the kid. We have more free time now as our grandchild is older.” The 
diversity of American seniors’ leisure activities also influenced her views of leisure life. As Lisa 
mentioned, “during the trip, we saw many elderly hiking, motorcycling, doing BBQ in the park, 
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etc. They were very active and very cool. We also saw a group of old couples driving antique 
convertibles. It is very different from what Chinese elderly would normally do for leisure. It gives 
me a lot of inspiration. Maybe I should try out new things for my retirement time.” 
  
Figure 9 Sports posters in a meat shop and motorcycle riders  
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
4.1.4 Building connections with local people 
Interaction with local people were recalled by many participants as the highlights of the 
trip and stood out as the most memorable component of the overall travel experience. Many 
participants shared their stories including a variety of encountering, such as greeting and 
chatting, getting help from locals, participation in events, homestay with a local family, etc. Even 
though some participants did not speak English, they still managed simple communications using 
gestures or with the help of others’ translation. It was acknowledged by participants that they 
acquired a deeper understanding of American culture through different ways of communications. 
David (from Tianjin, 50 years old, business owner) travelled to the United States for the 
first time. He commented on his experience, “I met a lot of people on Route 66. We were often 
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greeted by the local people. It was a nice feeling that made you feel being welcomed. Once in a 
hotel, when I had trouble in using a printer, another guest saw it and quickly helped me out.” In 
another example, John (from Guangzhou, 56 years old, museum manager) recalled his 
conversation with a local visitor in a museum as they were both interested in car collections. 
Such spontaneous communication with local people made the travel experience more interesting 
and memorable.  
Besides the above-mentioned spontaneous contacts, some participants also made 
friends with local people. Building relationship with local people made them develop a sense 
of connection to the place. For instance, Mark (from Shanghai, 49 years old, freelancer) 
commented that the most meaningful memory he had of Route 66 was driven by the homestay 
experience and his personal connection with the host family. As Mark recalled: “when we 
were travelling through Oklahoma, we were in a worst part of thunderstorm. We cannot drive 
anymore and stopped in a small town. An American couple invited us to their home and 
provided us with food and accommodation. We are so grateful to her and her family for letting 
us stay at her home.” After Mark went back to China, he kept in touch with the host family. 
Marked stated, ‘it is the most memorable part of the trip to meet people and become friends 
with them. I still frequently think about that place and the family.’ The friendship with the host 
family connected him to the place. He derived on-going personal meaning from this travel 
experience as he “built relationships with people and culture in another place”.  
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Figure 10 Stay in a local family 
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
In addition, several participants shared their experiences of meeting the mayor of a 
Midwestern city. It was a memorable component of the journey which helped them gain new 
perspectives of American culture. Joseph (from Wuhan, 40 years old, sales agent) recalled his 
experience, “the mayor was very friendly. We did not expect to see a municipal official coming 
out and greeting us. People usually think the major of a city must be super busy. We later 
learned that greeting tourists has become part of major’s daily job. This is incredible. This 
experience was beyond our expectation and very unique. I don’t think such thing can happen in 
China. Big difference here.”  
According to Hofstede’s theory of national culture, one important dimension of 
understanding cultural difference is power distance, which is defined as ‘the extent to which the 
less powerful members of organizations and institutions expect and accept that power is 
distributed unequally’ (Hofstede, 1991, p. 28). Relational hierarchy is one of the values that are 
generally emphasized in Chinese culture (Xu, 1998). Individuals should respect and follow the 
tradition and social hierarchy, which reflects the core principles of Confucianism. It has 
influenced Chinese people’s attitudes towards life and serviced as standards and rules for social 
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interaction (Bond, 1996). As reflected in the participants’ views, the mayor of a city was 
regarded as the highest authority of a place, whom most people would not easily have a chance 
to meet with. Therefore, the experience that mayor as a ‘tour guide’ welcoming tourists in a 
Midwestern city was beyond the expectation of Chinese tourists and was regarded as a special 
aspect demonstrating cultural difference.   
    
Figure 11 Group picture with mayor in a Midwestern city 
(Photos taken and provided by participants) 
Overall, interactions with local people can be spontaneous communications, getting help 
from emergency situations (e.g., sickness, bad weather), or unexpected encountering (e.g., meeting 
with mayor). It is reflected by participants that pleasant interactions with local people positively 
affected their travelling experience as well as their perceived image of local people. The overall 
impressions of American people are “friendly”, “nice”, “polite”, “hospitable”, “trustworthy”, and 
“willing to help”. Participants considered the communication with local people as meaningful 
experience from which they broadened their views, acquired knowledge of the place, enriched 
travel experience, and established connections to the place.  
- 68 - 
 
4.2 Linkages between travel experience and major life domains 
4.2.1 Dimensions of major life domains 
As reflected in 4.1, tourists constantly connected ‘home’ and ‘destination’ during the 
travel. During the interview, the observations of environment, events, and local people were 
always explicitly or implicitly compared to the lives at home by participants. Comparisons they 
made allowed them to acquire a more synthesized understanding of both cultures across different 
time and space. In order to comprehensively analyze the linkages between travel experience and 
everyday life experience, it is necessary to have a detailed picture of Chinese middle class’ 
everyday lives. Although participants frequently used stories from daily lives as references to 
explain the travel experience in the United States, the aspects of daily life mentioned were 
relatively limited. Therefore, an open-ended questionnaire survey was conducted to obtain a 
more comprehensive understanding of Chinese middle class’ daily lives of wider scope. 
Participant was asked to list at least three important topics in his/her daily life. A total of 50 
complete questionnaires were collected. The average age of the participants was 35 years old, 
and 40 percent of the sample were male.  
Understanding the structure of major life domains of Chinese middle class can help 
identify the important linkages between travel experience and everyday life experience. 
Qualitative coding method was used to analyze the responses obtained from open-ended 
questionnaire survey. Six major aspects of Chinese middle class’ life domains emerged from the 
data. They are: Economic, Environment, Health, Family & Social, Leisure, and Social system. 
Each life aspect with its sub-categories are presented in Figure 12 and Table 3. Firstly, Economic 
stands out as one of the most important aspects of Chinese middle class’ daily lives. Frequently 
- 69 - 
 
mentioned topics related to Economic include job opportunity, fluctuation of market price, 
buying houses, and social pension. In particular, buying houses was the most frequently 
mentioned sub-topic during the survey.  
Secondly, environmental issues were massively mentioned by participants. Relevant 
topics included water problem, air pollution, implementation of environmental regulations, as 
well as city traffic congestions. Thirdly, health was mentioned as another important topic in 
people’s everyday lives. Most of concerns were related to healthcare system, food safety and the 
impact of environmental pollution on health. Fourthly, family-related topics included 
maintaining social relations with family. Child education was heavily mentioned by participants. 
Another frequently mentioned topic pertained to aging society and empty-nest elderly 
phenomenon, especially among single-child families. Fifthly, leisure aspect included a variety of 
leisure activities such as travel, social with friends, and sports activities. Lastly, another aspect 
being discussed related to the broader social system, such as social welfare and social security.  
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Figure 12 The structure of major life domains of Chinese middle class 
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Table 3 The major life domains of Chinese middle class  
Major life domains Definition 
I. Economic  
Job opportunity & promotion  Literal meaning 
Price stability/inflation   The impact of inflation on price  
House & stock market Real estate price and stock market 
Social pension Pension after retirement  
II. Environment  
Air pollution E.g., smog caused by pollution 
Water problems Water shortage, pollution by manufacturing  
Government regulations Government regulation to tackle environmental 
problems 
Traffic problems Traffic congestion in urban areas, vehicle 
restriction policy, etc. 
Building better living environment  To have an overall living environment 
III. Health  
The impact of pollution on health Literal meaning 
Exercise  Excise to maintain health 
Food safety/Illicit food problem E.g., food adulteration, unsafe food, etc. 
Healthcare  Affordable healthcare  
Mental health Literal meaning 
IV. Family & social relations  
Kids’ education  Invest in children’s education, good schools 
district 
Family relations  Maintain harmonious relations with family 
members: spouse, parents, relatives. 
  
Other social relations: friends, colleagues, 
supervisor, etc. 
Maintain good relations with friends, colleagues, 
and supervisors in work.  
  
Empty-nest elderly The problem of single-child family and aging 
society: many parents are living alone without 
child. 
V. Leisure  
Sport activities  E.g., marathon, hiking, etc. 
Social activities  E.g. meeting friends, family social events, etc. 
Video games Play video games as leisure activity 
Balance between work and life Reduce work overtime 
Travel Travel (domestic & overseas) 
VI. Social system 
Social welfare  Social welfare system  
Social security  E.g., safety of community  
Fairness in job market  Equality in job seeking. 
- 72 - 
 
4.2.2 Three key linkages 
The survey results provided a detailed contextual understanding of the major life domains 
of Chinese middle-class. By thoroughly comparing the survey and interview results, it led to the 
following findings. Although six major life domains emerged from survey data, Chinese tourists 
mostly focused on three life aspects during travel. The three aspects are environment, education, 
and social relations. Participants frequently linked together “destination” and “home” regarding 
the three aspects by comparing the travel observations/experiences and daily life experiences.   
4.2.2.1 Reflecting upon the environmental issues at home 
As mentioned in 4.1.1, many participants talked about their experiences in parks and the 
appreciation of natural scenery during the trip. They were also impressed by the clean 
environment of local residential areas. During the interview, participants constantly compared 
the environment between ‘destination’ and ‘home’ and reflected upon the environmental issues 
in their home cities. Many Chinese cities are facing the challenge of environmental pollution as a 
result of rapid industrialization and urbanization (Nie & Qiu, 2017). Major environmental issues 
mentioned by survey participants include air pollution, water pollution, food contamination, etc. 
For instance, air pollution in Beijing is emblematic of China’s environmental challenges which 
presents a direct impact on residents’ health and everyday life. Lucy (from Beijing, 39 years old, 
business consultant) travelled with her family on Route 66. The immersive experience of visiting 
local communities and enjoying the landscape in national parks led her to reflect upon the 
environmental challenges in her home city: 
The cities we visited during the trip are clean and green. The air quality is very good. In 
Beijing, people had to wear face masks in bad smog days, and my family installed two air 
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filtering machines at home and have to change the filter frequently. The last winter the 
air pollution was so bad. My family travelled back to my hometown for several days to 
escape the heavy smog. (Lucy, from Beijing, 39 years, business consultant) 
The environmental contrast between ‘home’ and ‘destination’ led participants to raise 
more concerns of the severity of environmental issues in China. Their observations in the United 
States provoked thoughts and reflections upon the relationship between economic development 
and environment degradation. In another example, James (from Nanjing, 38 years old, college 
lecturer) articulated his viewpoints of the trade-offs between rapid economic development and 
environmental pollution:  
Most of the places in US have very clean environment. China has a long way to go to 
deal with pollution. It is related to the current stage of economic development. Many 
Chinese cities are undergoing with fast GDP growth yet at the cost of environment. US 
has passed that stage. It takes time to solve environmental issues because it needs to 
consider the impacts on business. (James, from Hangzhou, 38 years, college lecturer) 
In addition, observations of environmental protection and environmental-friendly 
behaviors during the trip left long-lasting impressions on participants. Exemplary settings that 
implemented environmental practices reported by participants include hotels (e.g., encourage 
less consumption of disposable products), national parks (e.g., nature reservation, public 
education for environmental-friendly behaviors), local communities (e.g., garbage sorting, 
recycling of used products and goods), etc. As reported by participants, the environmental aspect 
of experience helped them gain more knowledge of environmental protection and issues.  By 
comparing the environment of the destination with that of where they live, participants 
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acknowledged that they become more concerned of the environmental issues existing in the 
home city. Therefore, they are motivated to pay more attention and even take some actions on 
environmental protection. Overall, the observations of different pro-environmental practices on 
trip are beneficial to participants in terms of increasing knowledge of and awareness of 
environmental issues and eco-friendly behaviors. 
4.2.2.2 Comparing two education systems 
Another important linkage identified between travel experience and everyday life relates 
to education. The results of major life domain survey indicated that education investment was 
emphasized as an important life aspect among Chinese middle-class. As frequently mentioned by 
participants, “Xuequfang”, literally meaning homes in highly-rated school districts, are in great 
demand. In majority of Chinese cities, school options are closely tied to home ownership, 
leading families to purchase homes in highly-rated school districts - whose main purpose is to 
get a child into a top school (Zheng, 2018). The loosened birth policy (i.e., China has abandoned 
the single child policy in 2016) ignited even greater demand for school district homes (Xu, 
2018).  
As the prices of school district homes have gone up excessively, securing a seat for a 
child in desired school becomes even more difficult. Alternative options such as sending children 
for overseas education become increasingly popular among middle-class. According to China’s 
Ministry of Education report (2018), the number of Chinese students studying abroad has 
continued to rapidly increase for the past decade. The United States has been the No.1 
destination for Chinese students to study abroad for consecutive years. In 2017, Chinese 
international students have accounted for about 30% of total international students in the U.S. 
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(China Education Online, 2018). For instance, Emily (from Shenzhen, 36 years old, business 
recruiter) travelled with her six-year-old son and shared her thoughts regarding school district 
homes and education plans for her child. 
In Shenzhen, the money for buying a Xuequfang can be used to support a kid to attend 
very good private schools. My son is attending a private elementary school which adopts 
American curriculum and all the courses are taught in English. We want him to be 
prepared for studying abroad in high school. Two reasons we don’t send him to public 
schools. First, it is too difficult to get in. second, the public schools emphasize too much 
on drill and memorization, which I don’t think is good for kids’ development. (Emily, 
from Shenzhen, 36 years old, HR) 
In another case, Robert (from Zhengzhou, 50 years old, business owner) similarly felt 
tired of China’s educational system that relentlessly focuses on academic scores at the expense of 
students’ overall development. His family made up mind to send two kids to American colleges 
for broader education. As Robert put it, ‘American schools give students more freedom and 
support to develop their interests. Study abroad opens more doors for them. They are able to get 
jobs either in China or US. Having a global perspective makes them more competitive.’ From 
Robert’s perspective, supporting children for overseas education also provides kids with broader 
job opportunities which will benefit them in future.  
As shown by the results, Chinese middle class care a lot about education quality, and 
many of them are not content with the basic education offered by public schools in China that 
emphasizes too much on students’ academic performances. In addition, the rapid growth of 
school district home prices and increased competitiveness of public educational resources push 
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more parents to seek alternative options. They are willing to pay for high-quality education and 
would like to prepare their kids for overseas study. Even through education was not the primary 
purpose of the trip, Chinese tourists who travelled with kids still regarded the trip as an 
opportunity to learn about American education and school system. In terms of travel experience, 
prestigious universities and schools were reported as places of interest among participants who 
travelled with children. The observations at schools and in local communities led participants to 
reflect upon the educational differences between China and US including school infrastructure, 
community support, overall environment, cost and benefit, etc.  
4.2.2.3 Social relations and interpersonal trust 
 In addition, another important linkage between travel experience and life domains relates to 
social relations. Maintaining good social relationship is regarded as an important component for 
Chinese middle class’ everyday life. In particular, the findings of survey indicate four important 
types of social relations: family, friends, colleagues, and “shangji” (supervisors of work). The 
family relationships include spouse, parents and extended family members. This finding is 
consistent with that Chinese people traditionally rely on family and close friends for building 
relationships (Leung, Lai, Chan, & Wong, 2005). The colleagues and supervisors of work were 
also mentioned in the survey, which is consistent to the hierarchical relationship by status in 
Chinese cultural values (Fan, 2000; Zhang, Lin, Nonaka, & Beom, 2005).  
As reported in the section 4.1.4, interaction with local people was considered as the 
highlights of the trip by tourists. It is noted that everyday social relationships emerged from 
survey are exclusively with those who have reciprocal relationships of trust and obligation with 
(i.e., family, friends, colleagues, and supervisors). In contrast, contacts that tourists had during 
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the trip were mostly with local people they did not know before (i.e., frontline employees, 
residents, domestic tourists, etc.). One notable aspect brought up by participants is that 
interpersonal trust that displayed through their interaction with local people was beyond 
expectations.  
For instance, participants shared the stories that they received help from local people in 
different settings (e.g., information consultation, getting sick, extreme weathers, etc.). As Lisa 
from Wuhan recalled her experience, ‘the people are very nice and trustworthy. I always got 
help from local people when I couldn’t find my way several times. It is really good examples of 
how to treat others.’ In another case, Matt from Wuhan shared his observations during the trip: 
no mandatory room-checking before a guest leaves a hotel, self-checkout system in 
supermarkets, and widespread usage of credit card for payment. He further commented, “it is not 
only about technology. Most importantly, it is because there is a lot more trust between people. 
That’s why supermarkets trust people to self-checkout.” As illustrated by these two examples, the 
positive experience of social contact not only serves as a memorable component of the trip but 
also influences tourists’ attitudes towards social interaction in general. 
 To sum up, interaction with local people was regarded as one of the most memorable and 
meaningful experiences on the trip. Social contacts at different settings helped participants to 
have a better understanding of the social relationship in American society from their personal 
experiences and observations. Most social contacts on the trip occurred between individuals with 
no direct reciprocal relationships with each another, which is significantly different from the 
relationships that tourists maintain in everyday lives. According to the results of major life 
domain survey, interaction with strangers is not included as an important social aspect for 
Chinese people’s daily lives. What people care most in daily lives are close relationships with 
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family, friends and colleagues in work space. Yet, interaction with strangers (e.g., local people) 
becomes an important component of travel experience during the trip. The positive experience of 
interacting with ‘strangers’ left participants with impression with interpersonal trust between 
strangers and accordingly influences their attitudes toward social relationship in general.     
4.3 The influence of travel experience on attitudes toward major life domains 
As 4.2.2 indicated, tourists frequently linked together “destination” and “home” 
regarding three aspects including environment, education and social by constantly comparing 
travel observations/activities with daily life experience. It serves as a reminder that not every life 
aspect is related to or resonated with travel experience of equal level of importance. It appeared 
that tourists are more likely to form strong ties between travel experience and life aspects that 
they care most in daily lives. Environmental, educational, and social are the three aspects mostly 
emphasized by participants when reflecting upon the travel experience and its relationship to life 
experience. Based upon these three key linkages identified between travel experience and 
everyday life domains, a questionnaire survey was designed to explore the influence of travel 
experience on tourists’ attitude towards three aspects (i.e., environmental, educational, and 
social). The survey consisted of three sections corresponding to the three aspects. Each section 
contains two sets of questions: travel experience and attitudes change after the trip. A total of 27 
items were included in the survey (Table 4). The questionnaire survey was firstly designed in 
English and then translated to Chinese. Back-translation method was used to check translation 
accuracy (Brislin, 1976). The experience items used 5-point Likert scale, and attitude items used 
3-point Likert scale due to the bi-directional nature of the questions. The detailed questionnaire 
surveys (both English Version and Chinese Version) are attached in Appendix B. 
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The questionnaire survey was disseminated among Chinese tourists who had travelled to 
the US Route 66 within the past 12 months. A total of 323 complete and valid surveys were 
collected. 58% of participants were male (42% female). The average age of participants was 48 
years old. First, travel experience was calculated by summing the scores of all the items within 
each aspect. For instance, five items (#1 - #5) were summed to calculate the overall score of 
environmental experience. Items #10 - #13 and items #18 - #22 were summed respectively to 
calculate the score of educational experience and social experience. Similarly, four items (#6 - 
#9) were summed to calculate the score of environmental attitude change. Items #14 - #17 and 
items #23 - #27 were summed to calculate the score of educational attitude change and social 
attitude change.  
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Env_exp1: The natural parks that I have been to 
have very beautiful scenery.  
Env_exp2: The cities we have been to have better 
environment than my city. 
Env_exp3: Most cities we have been to have less 
pollution than my city. 
Env_exp4: Most cities we have been to are less 
crowded than my city. 
Env_exp5: I observed implementations of 
practices for environmental protection in 
American cities. 
Env_att1: My knowledge of environmental 
protection________. 
Env_att2: My awareness of environmental 
issues________.  
Env_att3: After the trip, I become more 
conscious of pro-environmental behaviors (e.g., 
no littering, no spitting) in daily life. 
Env_att4: After the trip, I become more 
conscious of environmentally friendly 





Educational aspect  
End_exp1: During the trip, the schools I visited 
have good educational environment/resources. 
End_exp2: During the trip, the schools I visited 
have better educational environment/resources 
than schools in my city. 
End_exp3: During the trip, I had a better 
understanding of American education system. 
End_exp4: During the trip, I had a chance to talk 
with local people about kid’s education. 
End_att1: After the trip, I am ______ to take my 
(future) kids to travel overseas. 
End_att2: After the trip, I am______  to support 
my (future) kids to have more communication 
with US schools/kids. 
End_att3: After the trip, I am ______ to send my 
(future) kids to US for school.  
End_att4: After the trip, I am ______ to send my 





Soc_exp1: During the trip, I had nice experience 
of interacting with local people. 
Soc_exp2: During the trip, one or more local 
people helped me when I needed a hand. 
Soc_exp3: During the trip, the local people I met 
are friendly & nice to me. 
Soc_exp4: During the trip, the local people I met 
showed more trust than I expected. 
Soc_exp5: During the trip, I made friends with 
one or more local people. 
Soc_att1: After the trip, I become more willing to 
make new friends with different cultural 
backgrounds. 
Soc_att2: This travel experience influenced my 
attitudes regarding how to treat others. 
Soc_att3: 1)  I would tend to show ___ trust to 
others. 
Soc_att4: 2) I am _____ to help more people if I 
can. 
Soc_att5: 3)  I would tend to be _____ to 
others。 
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              Pearson Correlation Coefficient=0.63, p<0.01**                Pearson Correlation Coefficient=0.81, p<0.01** 
 
  
          Pearson Correlation Coefficient=0.80, p<0.01** 
Figure 13 Scatter plots of travel experience and attitude change  
Figure 13 presents the scatter plots that display the relationship between travel experience 
and attitude change in all three aspects. The Pearson correlation coefficient indicates the strength 
and direction of the associations between travel experience and attitude change. All three 
coefficients indicate that travel experience positively correlated to the attitude change in each of -
that aspect. The p value for each pair of correlation is below 0.01, indicating that test is 
statistically significant at 0.01 level. For instance, the Pearson correlation coefficient for 
environmental aspect is positive, indicating a significant positive relationship between tourists’ 
environmental experience and environmental attitude change after trip. That is, more positive 
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environmental experience tourists had (e.g., visiting nature-based sites, learning about 
environmentally friendly practices, etc.), they are more likely to gain knowledge about 
environmental protection from the trip which led to more awareness of environmental issues and 
be more conscious of pro-environmental behavior/consumptions after the trip.  
Similarly, significant positive correlation is found between tourists’ educational 
experience and their attitudes toward supporting child’s overseas study in future (Pearson 
Coefficient = 0.81, p value < 0.01**). If participants had more positive experience related to 
educational aspect during the trip (e.g., school tours), they are more likely to show supportive 
attitudes towards sending kids for overseas study. In addition, social experience on trip is found 
to positively correlated with social attitudes change after trip (Pearson Coefficient = 0.80, p value 
< 0.01**). In particular, more positive interactions tourists had during the trip, they tended to 
hold more positive attitudes toward social interactions in general (e.g., more willing to make new 
friends, tend to show more trust to others, etc.).  
In addition, K-means algorithm was applied to cluster participants based upon their 
scores of attitudes change after trip. K-means algorithm is an unsupervised machine learning 
method. The number of clusters, K, must be specified by researcher as a parameter to cluster the 
data. The Elbow method and Silhouette method are two commonly used methods to determine 
the optimal number of clusters (Kodinariya & Makwana, 2013). The two methods were both 
conducted in order to have a more comprehensive evaluation on the clustering results regarding 
both intra-cluster variation and between-cluster distances. The Elbow method was implemented 
by running K-means clustering on the data for a range of value (from 1 to 10) and for each value 
of K calculating the sum of squared errors (SSE). The Silhouette method was implemented 
similarly by running a range of K-means clustering (from 1 to 10) and calculated the average 
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distance between clusters for each value of K. As shown in Figure 14 (a, b), Elbow method 
suggested K=4 while Silhouette method suggested K=2 respectively as the optimal number of 
clusters in this case.  
 
(a)                                                                            (b) 
Figure 14 Elbow method and Silhouette method for determining optimal number of clusters 
  
 
Four clusters                                                                 Two clusters      
Figure 15 K-means Clusters in 3D view                                           
   
 
  
- 84 - 
 
Table 5 The mean scores of attitude change for different clusters 
Four clusters 
Mean Score 
% of sample 
Environment Attitude  Education Attitude  Social Attitude  
#C1 - Blue  3.52 3.92 4.79 49.38% 
#C2 - Green 3.43 1.06 4.82 21.12% 
#C3 - Red  0.27 0.68 0.64 13.66% 
#C4 - Yellow 0.06 -1.98 -2.00 15.84% 
Score range -3-5 -4-4 -4-4  
Note: K=4 is suggested by Elbow method 
Two clusters 
Mean Score 
% of sample 
Environment Attitude  Education Attitude  Social Attitude  
#C1 - Blue  3.34 3.28 4.21 72.36% 
#C2 - Green  0.16 -0.86 -1.20 27.64% 
Score range -3-5 -4-4 -4-4  
Note: K=2 is suggested by Silhouette method 
In order to justify which number is the optimal number for clustering, the results of four 
clusters and two clusters were both computed for comparison. As shown in Figure 15 and Table 
5, K=4 can result in smaller intra-cluster differences, yet four clusters can barely satisfy the 
farthest distance between neighboring clusters. In other words, the yielded clusters (i.e., Cluster 1 
& Cluster 2, Cluster 3 & Cluster 4) share quite similar characteristics with each other. In this 
case, K=2 can more effectively differentiate clusters which have distinct features regarding the 
three attitudinal aspects (i.e., environmental, educational and social). Based upon the mean 
scores of attitude change in three dimensions, the characteristics of two groups are summarized 
as below: 
 Cluster #1: Positive attitude change in Environmental, Educational and Social dimensions. 
 Cluster #2: Little attitude change in Environmental dimension; slightly negative attitude 
changes in Educational and Social dimensions. 





Figure 16 The violin plots for two clusters 
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In terms of demographic characteristics, t-test results indicated that no significant 
differences regarding gender (p=0.69, stats=0.38), age (p=0.93, stats=0.08), and education level 
(p=0.44, stats=0.43) were found between Cluster 1 and Cluster 2. As shown in Figure 13, 
Pearson Correlation analysis indicated significant correlations between travel experience and 
attitudinal change in environmental, educational and social aspects. In order to analyze the 
difference between the two clusters, the violin plots are presented to visually illustrate the 
distribution of travel experience and attitude change of each cluster regarding the three aspects 
(Figure 16). In addition, ANOVA analysis suggested significant differences of all experience 
items between two clusters. The mean scores of all items regarding three environmental, 
educational and social aspects are presented in Table 6.  
Table 6 ANOVA of travel experience between two clusters 
Environmental Aspect  
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 
F value P value 
Mean Score (scale: 1-5) 
Env_exp1 4.23 2.81 30.94 0.00 ** 
Env_exp2 4.17 2.74 32.00 0.00 ** 
Env_exp3 4.09 2.38 31.28 0.05 * 
Env_exp4 4.51 2.15 30.93 0.00 ** 
Env_exp5 3.86 2.06  31.50 0.05 * 
Educational Aspect  
   
 
End_exp1 4.13 2.57 27.29 0.00 ** 
End_exp2 4.06 2.71 26.86 0.00 ** 
End_exp3 4.16 2.35 26.23 0.05 * 
End_exp4 3.84 2.47 23.57 0.05 * 
Social Aspect      
Soc_exp1 3.99 2.42 23.53 0.00 ** 
Soc_exp2 3.93 1.38 24.98 0.00 ** 
Soc_exp3 4.18 2.45 23.96 0.00 ** 
Soc_exp4 4.03 2.08 23.32 0.00 ** 
Soc_exp5 3.94 2.41 25.17 0.00 ** 
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Table 7 ANOVA of attitude change between two clusters 
Environmental Aspect  
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 
F value P value 
Mean Score (scale: -1-1) 
Env_att1 1.49 (scale 1-3) 1.09 4.18 0.00 ** 
Env_att2 0.65 0.01 17.26 0.00 ** 
Env_att3 0.67 -0.01 19.08 0.00 ** 
Env_att4 0.76 -0.02 19.27 0.00 ** 
Educational Aspect  
   
 
End_att1 0.87 -0.57 18.38 0.00 ** 
End_att2 0.88 -0.32 19.57 0.00 ** 
End_att3 0.79 -0.44 17.63 0.00 ** 
End_att4 0.65 -0.45 17.34 0.00 ** 
Social Aspect      
Soc_att1 0.86 -0.45 38.62 0.00 ** 
Soc_att2 0.66 -0.43 32.41 0.00 ** 
Soc_att3 0.80 -0.43 38.81 0.00 ** 
Soc_att4 0.67 -0.58 39.34 0.00 ** 
Soc_att5 0.69 -0.34 35.66 0.00 ** 
Cluster 1 represents the majority of participants (72.36%) who had very positive 
experience in all three aspects and had significant positive attitude changes after trip in all three 
dimensions. In particular, participants of Cluster 1 had positive experience of visiting natured-
based sites(mean=4.23). They believed that the cities that they visited in general had better 
environmental conditions (mean=4.17), were less crowded (mean=4.51), and had less pollution 
(mean=4.09) than their home cities. In addition, they observed implementations of practices for 
environmental protection (mean=3.86) during the trip. They acknowledged that travel experience 
had positive influence on them including increased knowledge of environmental protection 
(mean=1.49), increased awareness of environmental issues (mean=0.65) and being more 
conscious of pro-environmental behaviors (mean=0.67) and eco-friendly consumption 
(mean=0.76).  
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In terms of educational aspect, this group of participants believed that the schools they 
visited had good educational environment/resources (mean=4.13) and they gained more 
knowledge about American education system(mean=4.16) through the trip. The positive 
experience related to education led them to be more willing to take their kids to overseas travel 
(mean=0.87), cross-cultural communication (mean=0.88), or even study abroad (mean=0.79) and 
work abroad (mean=0.65). With regard to social aspect, participants in this group had overall 
positive experience of interacting with local people (mean=3.99) such as receiving help from 
local people (mean=3.93) and making friends with locals (mean=3.94). They felt that local 
people were generally nice and friendly (mean=4.18) and showed more trust to them than they 
expected (mean=4.03). Such positive experience of interaction with local people had positive 
impact on their social attitudes in general. They were more willing to make new friends with 
people from different cultural backgrounds (mean=0.86), more willing to show trust to 
(mean=0.80) and help others (mean=0.67).  
Cluster 2 represents the participants who had relatively less satisfying experience in 
environmental, educational and social aspects. Overall, travel experience had little effects on this 
group of participants’ environmental attitudes change (mean = 0.16) and slightly negative 
influence on their attitudes change regarding educational (mean = -0.86) and social (mean = -
1.20) aspects. In terms of environmental aspects, participants of Cluster 2 had relatively neutral 
opinions about the environment of the places they visited. They did not find the environment of 
the cities they visited were significantly better than their home cities (mean=2.74) in terms of 
two aspects: pollution (mean=2.38) and crowdedness (mean=2.15). They did not observe or 
notice implementations of practices for environmental protection (mean=2.06) during the trip. 
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Accordingly, they did not feel their knowledge of environmental protection (mean=1.09) and 
awareness of environmental issues (mean=0.01) significantly increased after the trip.    
In addition, participants of Cluster 2 also hold neutral opinions regarding the educational 
aspect of travel experience. They either did not have much opportunity to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of American educational system (mean=2.38) or did not feel the schools they 
visited had significantly better educational resources/environment than the schools in their home 
cities (mean=2.74). After the trip, these participants were relatively conservative in terms of 
sending kids to overseas travel (mean=-0.57) or study abroad (mean=-0.32) in future. With 
regard to social interaction aspect, this group of participants had either relatively less satisfying 
experience in interacting with local people (mean=2.42) or did not have much opportunity to 
interact with local people (mean=2.06). They did not have similarly positive interaction 
experience with local people as the participants of Cluster 1 had. Accordingly, they tended to be 
more conservative in terms of interacting with others in general (mean=-0.43) after the trip. In 
particular, they acknowledged that they would be more conservative to interact with strangers 
(mean=-0.45) or people from different cultural backgrounds (mean=-0.43).   
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion 
The theoretical shift from differentiation to de-differentiation of everyday life and travel 
experience in tourism research leads researchers to conceptually re-think tourism experience and 
its relationship with everyday life experience (Hannam, Sheller, & Urry, 2006). From the 
mobilities perspective, tourism is a social and cultural practice that cannot be isolated from the 
context in which it is generated (Coles, 2015; Coles & Hall, 2006). It encourages tourism 
scholars to take a more nuanced view of how travel and tourism relate to and resonate with 
people’s lives that was not being captured by existing orthodoxies (Crouch, 1999; Hall & 
Williams, 2002). Based upon the mobility theory, this study aimed to empirically study the 
complex relationship and interaction between travel experience and everyday life experience in 
the context of Chinese tourists who travelled to the Route 66 in the United States. Specifically, 
this study focuses on how tourists make sense of travel experience, the key linkages between 
travel experience and everyday life, and the influence of travel experience on tourists’ attitudes 
toward major life domains. In this chapter, I will discuss the insights obtained from the findings 
of this study and the issues of understanding the complex relationship between travel experience 
and everyday life.  
5.1 Theoretical implications 
This study responds to the increasing calls for further literature in tourism research using 
mobilities approach to understand the diverse mobilities in modern society (Cohen & Cohen, 
2012). It contributes to our understanding of the complex interaction process between travel 
experience and everyday life in the context of cross-cultural tourism. The findings of the study 
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shed light on the significance and inseparability of linkages between travel experience and 
everyday life experience primarily in three aspects.  
First, as this study illustrates, Chinese tourists’ travel experience on Route 66 in the 
United States encompasses multiple aspects which are not totally as contrary to the routines of 
everyday life. The aspects of experience emphasized by tourists not only include the ‘typical 
touristic experience’ (e.g., enjoyment of visiting national parks and museums) but also the 
aspects that are accessible in various contexts of everyday life (e.g., visiting local communities 
and learning about people’s everyday lives). From this aspect, the de-differentiation between 
tourism and everyday life is not only reflected by the penetration of tourism activities into 
people’s everyday lives (Lash & Urry, 1994) but also the activities that are typically confined to 
the daily routines yet become popular and accessible in various contexts of tourism. This study 
serves as a reminder that the notion of tourist experience as disparate from routines of everyday 
life could limit researchers to understand the whole picture of tourist experience in today’s world 
which involves “the process of de-differentiation that blurs the distinctions among normative, 
aesthetic, and the institutional spheres of social activities” (Uriely, 2005, p203). The integration 
and de-differentiation of the distinctiveness between travel experience and daily life experience 
are evident in two aspects. On one hand, many tourist-related experiences are currently reachable 
without the necessity for travelling to separate destinations (Uriely, 2005). On the other hand, 
this study illustrates that tourists not only seek the “typical touristic activities” merely available 
on destination but also the activities and experiences which are traditionally categorized as part 
of daily routines.  
Second, a significant part of travel experience regarding understanding local culture and 
life style is based upon, and reflected through, constant comparison to tourists’ daily life 
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experience. It appeared that tourists are constantly engaged in the process of attempting to 
understand the two cultures as well as the different life styles between home and destination in 
reference to each other. Discussions of everyday life are ubiquitous among tourists’ narratives of 
travel experience. As demonstrated by findings, tourists frequently referred back to their 
everyday life experience to make sense of observations, being in different environments, visiting 
cultural and historical sites, participation of touristic activities, and interaction with local people. 
Comparisons they made between home and destination allowed them to acquire a more 
synthesized understanding of both cultures across different time and space. From this 
perspective, a holistic view of travel experience cannot be achieved without taking account of the 
role that everyday life plays in tourists’ sense-making of their observations and activities in 
destinations. It is noteworthy that everyday life appeared especially important for tourists when 
they are trying to understand the life styles of local people. As Larsen (2008) noted in 
conceptualizing the role of everyday life in tourism, “tourists never just travel to places, their 
mindsets, routines and social relations travel with them” (p.27). While everyday conventions are 
suspended in the tourism space (Shields, 1991), tourists are still influenced by the mindsets, 
routines and social relations carried with them from home.  
For instance, multiple findings indicate the influence of everyday life on tourists’ 
sensing-making of travel experience: parents who travelled with kids care about educational 
elements of the trip, tourists who suffer environmental pollution in daily lives are keen to 
learning about living environment of local community as well as management practices for 
environmental sustainability, and elderly who carry high social expectation regarding child-care 
are interested in learning different life styles and leisure activities. Illustrated by, yet not limited 
to, these examples, the focal point of travel experience is closely bound up with the life aspects 
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that tourists place great emphasis on. The experience of Chinese tourists on Route 66 consisted 
of both travel for ‘leisure’ and travel for ‘life styles’. According to Larsen (2008, p.21), 
‘everyday routines and conventions inform tourist performances.’ It is largely impossible for 
tourists to jump outside of their everyday life experience or logic to make sense of the travel 
experience and to construct meanings on the road. Therefore, tourists are constantly engaged in 
the process of defining and re-defining and attempting to understand the different life styles 
between “destination” and “home” by referencing one to the other. Therefore, from this 
perspective, everyday life plays an important role in tourist’s sense-making and meaning-
construction of travel experience.  
Third, the findings of the present study provide a nuanced view of the influence of travel 
experience on tourists’ everyday lives. This study reveals that tourists frequently linked together 
“destination” and “home” regarding three aspects including environmental, educational and 
social by comparing travel observations/experiences with daily life experiences. This also serves 
as a reminder that not every life aspect is related to or resonates with travel experience of equal 
level of importance. It is reflected through the findings that tourists are more likely to form 
strong ties between travel experience and life aspects that they place great emphasis on (e.g., in 
the case of this study, environmental, educational, and social are the three mostly mentioned 
aspects). As illustrated by the findings, tourists frequently reflected upon the positive impacts 
they gained from the trip such as increased environmental awareness, enhanced knowledge of 
educational system, as well as new perspectives of social relationships on which they set put 
great values in daily lives. Overall, the linkages between travel experience and everyday life 
experience are especially evident on the domains which are critically important to tourists’ daily 
lives. 
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As Hannam, Butler and Paris (2014) noted, tourism mobilities involves not only “the 
movement of people” but also “the movement of more intangible thoughts and fantasies” (p. 
172). From this perspective, travel experience is still closely bound up with people’s everyday 
lives after trip. Franklin and Crang (2001) argued that tourism becomes increasingly imbricated 
in everyday life and is no longer contained in specific locations and set aside periods. The 
interaction between travel experience and everyday life is not limited to the travelling process in 
destination yet is a continuous process extending to tourists’ post-trip lives. The observations and 
activities from the trip provide tourists new perspectives to look at their everyday lives as well as 
influence the attitudes toward certain life domains.  
Additionally, the present study contributes to the understanding that group differences 
exist regarding the effects of travel experience on tourists’ attitude change towards different 
aspects of daily lives. The findings yielded new insights into the complexities, diversities and 
subtleties of experiences and the realities of cross-cultural tourism phenomena. This study also 
highlights the importance that tourism is a social and cultural practice that cannot be isolated 
from the context in which it is generated (Coles, 2015). Overall, this study provides a 
comprehensive view of how travel experience and everyday life interact in complex ways and 
furthers our understanding of contemporary tourism mobilities and the integration into people’s 
lives. 
5.2 Practical implications  
The findings of this study can provide practical insights to tourism marketers, managers 
and planners. This study contributes to the understanding of Chinese tourists’ travel experiences 
on Route 66 and provides implications into this burgeoning market niche in the United States. 
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This is especially helpful to shift from homogenizing portrayals of international tourist as a 
general type to pluralizing depictions that capture the diversity and subtlety of tourists’ needs and 
behaviors.  
First, this study has implications for the organizations of overseas tourism products and 
for those who provide services at the destinations in the United States. The findings indicate that 
Chinese tourists travelling on Route 66 can derive memorable experiences from a variety of 
activities. It offers managerial insights into whom they are serving and how they can improve 
product design and service planning in the future. For instance, most tourists are attracted to 
cultural heritage on Route 66 and are interested in learning about American history and culture. 
It is worth noting that tourists from a different cultural background may have different 
interpretation of American culture and history as compared to domestic tourists. It is important to 
present American culture and history in a translatable way for international tourists from 
diversified backgrounds to better understand and appreciate them. For instance, most cultural 
tourists are often well-educated despite the different cultural backgrounds. They should be seen 
as a potential resource to help destinations with the assistance of current technology such as 
social media. Many of the tourists will have had diversified experience at the destination and will 
be willing to assist by sharing their interpretations or suggestions of the content. Such 
information generated from tourists will be helpful for site managers to identify the challenges, 
directly communicate with tourists, improve their products and services as well as lower the cost.  
Second, the findings indicated that the overall destination image of American Midwest is 
relatively weak among Chinese tourists as compared to American West. Majority of participants 
acknowledged that they did not have a clear image of American Midwest as a destination due to 
lacking exposure to relevant information. The destination image is widely acknowledge as being 
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a powerful tool for tourism industry to use in order to achieve competitive strength in the market. 
Positive images are much more likely to be taken into consideration and probably chosen in the 
decision process of a travel destination (Foroudi, et al., 2018). Destination marketers in the 
Midwest may want to implement more effective strategy to promote the destination image of the 
Midwest toward China market. Route 66 is proved to be an effective nameplate to promote 
destinations in the Midwest (e.g., Illinois, Missouri) to Chinese tourists. From managerial point 
of view, it is important to create a holistic and cohesive image and promote it comprehensively 
via marketing activities. For instance, in addition to visiting cultural heritage sites on Route 66, 
majority of Chinese tourists are interested in observing or experiencing authentic American life 
styles including experiencing the daily lives in local communities, learning about environmental 
management, participation in leisure activities, learning about senior’s retirement life, etc. 
Destinations in the Midwest could establish partnership with Chinese travel agencies and social 
media platforms to create, publish and promote advertising materials introducing the life styles 
of general American people in Midwestern towns combined with the rich cultural heritage in the 
region.   
In addition, social interaction with local people plays an important role in constructing 
memorable and meaningful experiences for tourists. Connecting with local people through travel 
is proved to be effective at producing ‘memorable’ and ‘meaningful’ experience. Interaction with 
local people was highlighted as one of the most important components of the whole experience. 
As Larsen, Urry, and Axhausen (2007) noted, “tourist may not search for lost authenticity but on 
occasions at least seek for distant connections” (p. 251). Tourism is often related to a significant 
set of social relations. It is noteworthy that the social needs during travel are somewhat different 
from the social relationship being maintained in people’s daily lives. As indicated by the 
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findings, there is a strong yet implicit social need among tourists to build connections with local 
people as part of their travel experience. The travel agencies and local tourism operators may 
utilize the findings of this study or any subsequent investigation of this phenomenon as 
management reference to cater tourists’ social needs and add meanings to tourists’ experiences. 
For instance, alternative accommodation programs (e.g., guesthouse) could be promoted to meet 
diversified social and cultural needs of tourists. Such programs would allow tourists to have 
more opportunities to experience authentic life styles in local community as well as have in-
depth communication with local residents.  
Fourth, this study also indicates that educational tour is mentioned by most participants 
who travelled with children. While the main purpose of the trip is focused on the cultural 
tourism, educational activities (e.g., campus tour) are considered as an important component for 
Chinese parents. It is consistent with the survey results of major life domains. That is, Chinese 
middle class care a lot about children’s education and are willing to pay for high quality 
educational services. Most parents would take the opportunity to visit well-known 
universities/schools in order to gain a better understanding of the overseas educational programs 
and plan for kids’ future. This finding helps destination marketers to extend their scope of 
cultural tourism and gain insights into the multifaceted needs of this market which may be 
neglected in existing product designs. The local tourism marketers can incorporate more 
educational elements into marketing activities towards Chinese tourists who have kids. For 
instance, destinations marketers could provide more information and add more activities for kids 
with educational benefits in the existing products. In addition, tourism business managers on 
Route 66 could collaborate with local schools and introduce campus visit and relevant activities 
into the existing products to increase Chinese parents’ as well as their kids’ educational 
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experiences of the trip. For example, it is recommended to establish collaborative projects with 
local schools or universities for different age groups to provide relevant educational information 
to tourists who are interested in such activities and to get a taste of educational experience in the 
destination country.  
5.3 Limitations and future directions  
By adopting mobilities paradigm, this study applied mixed methods approach and 
combined both qualitative and quantitative methods to collect and analyze data. Specifically, this 
study involved personal interview, open-ended and close-ended questionnaire surveys to explore 
the complex interaction and linkages between travel experience and everyday life experience. 
Despite the strength of mixed-methods by exploring in-depth information from both qualitative 
and quantitative methods and some interesting results were yielded, certain limitations remain in 
the study that need to be acknowledged.   
The first limitation pertains to the particular method used in this study. As inherent in a 
qualitative research design, although every attempt was made to diversify the sample (e.g., 
recruiting participants from different cities, professional backgrounds, age groups, etc.) and 
minimize researcher bias, the first phase of study may have limited generalization due to the 
relatively small sample size (19 participants interviewed) and may also involve researcher 
subjectivity in data analysis. This study mainly focused on Chinese tourists who travel to the 
Route 66 Historical Corridor in the United States. The methodology that guided the study sought 
to obtain richness and reveal complexity at the expense of statistical generalizability. Thus, the 
findings of this study regarding travel experience may not be appropriate to directly apply for 
other groups of tourists who have different cultural backgrounds and travel experiences. 
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Nevertheless, future research on other market segments, especially cross-cultural market niches, 
may still benefit from conducting studies like this and applying the mobilities framework to 
further explore the complex relationship between travel experience and everyday life and gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomena of interest. 
It would be worthwhile to engage in more empirical research to further explore the 
relationship between travel experience and everyday life in different travel contexts. Further 
analysis of the relationship and interaction between travel experience and everyday life regarding 
different forms of tourism is needed. For instance, the findings of this study indicate that Chinese 
tourist’s attitudes toward environmental, educational and social aspects are influenced by travel 
experience. It is important to note that tourists’ attitude change toward certain aspects of life 
domains as a result of travel experience may depend on the particular form of tourism in which 
tourists are involved. The influences of travel experience on attitudes toward major life domains 
need to be further investigated in order to advance our understanding of the complex interaction 
between travel experience and everyday life experience in different travel contexts such as sport 
tourism, volunteer tourism, medical tourism, cultural heritage tourism, and so on.  
Second, it needs to be acknowledged that participants were interviewed to reflect upon 
travel experience when the trip had completed. It is possible that participants’ reflections on the 
trip may have gone through an evolvement process from beginning till end. Thus, this study was 
limited in a sense that it did not examine the tourists’ reflections at different phrases of the trip. It 
is recommended that future studies following the same research line may benefit more from an 
ethnographic design to have more exposure to the conversational partners during their trips in the 
destination. It will be worthwhile to take a more time-specific approach to record tourists’ 
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reflections on experience at different phases of a trip. It will be beneficial to understand the 
interaction between travel experience and everyday life experience at different time points.  
Third, this study explored the linkages between travel experience and everyday life 
through analyzing participants’ narratives and reflections of their travel experiences. The 
findings reveal that tourists frequently link together travel experience and daily life regarding 
three aspects including environmental, educational and social by comparing their observations 
and activities at destination with the experiences at home. Therefore, the picture of daily life 
serves as a reference point for tourists to compare, interpret and construct their travel experience 
at destination. The findings of this study reveal that tourists are more likely form strong lies 
regarding the aspects that they place great emphasis on in daily life. Further study is needed to 
explore to what extend everyday life influences tourists’ meaning construction of experience at 
destination. In addition, it is the hope of this study that more future research will be conducted to 
examine tourism mobilities in a broader socio-cultural context and to advance our understanding 
of the interactive relationship between travel experience and everyday life in a more integrated 
manner. For instance, more attention needs to be given to how tourism can be investigated in the 
relationship to the subjective meanings that people construct and negotiate in the context of 
everyday life.  
Last but not least, the present study focuses on tourists’ travel experience and its 
relationships with everyday life experience. Although out of the scope of this study, future 
research may explore the host’s perceptions towards tourism and its relationship with everyday 
life. It will provide a different angle to understand the interaction between tourism and everyday 
life from different point of views. It will provide valuable insights and practical implications for 
destination marketers to understand tourism mobilities from a broader scope. Despite these 
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limitations, this paper represents an empirical study of understanding the complex interaction 
and linkages between travel experience and everyday life in the lens of mobilities theory. It is 
hoped that this study will provoke further investigations and discussions of travel experience and 
its relationship with everyday life as well as its broader implications in the context of global 
mobilities.  
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Appendix A The Interview Guideline 
Demographic and trip information 
1. Can you tell me about which city you are from? What is your current job? 
2. Is this your first overseas trip? Have you travelled to the US before? 
3. Why did you decide to travel to the United States? Why did you choose Route 66? 
4. What is the itinerary of your trip and time scope?  
5. Whom do you travel with? 
Travel experience  
6. How do you describe your overall experience of this trip?  
7. After viewing your pictures, can you share the stories behind those pictures? 
Probe: Where did you take this picture? 
            What was your experience like in that particular moment?  
            Why did you choose this picture? 
            Why was this event/activity so memorable/important for you? 
            What does this event/activity mean to you? 
8. Can you describe several memorable/important activities you participated in the trip? 
 Probe: (Ask for details and explanations in a broader life context.) 
            Can you tell more details of this activity/event?  
            What was your experience like in that particular moment? 
            Why was this event/activity so important for you? 
            What does this event/activity mean to you? 
9. Did you meet and interact with any local people in the trip?  
Probe: How was that experience like? 
           Anything you gained from this experience? 
10. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
Probe: Any other important observations? Memorable stories? 
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Appendix B Questionnaire Survey  
 Please select a number between 1-5. 5 indicates the statements accurately describes your experience; 1 
indicates not accurate or opposite. 
 I. Environmental Aspect   
 1.1 Travel Experience   
1 The natural parks that I have been to have very beautiful scenery.  
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
2 
The cities we have been to have better environment than my city (e.g., 
green ratio, air quality, etc.). 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
3 
During the trip, most cities we have been to have less pollution than my 
city. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
4 
During the trip, most cities we have been to are less crowded than my 
city. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
5 
During the trip, I observed implementations of practices for 
environmental protection in American cities. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 1.2 After the Trip  
6 My knowledge of environmental protection________. 
Not increased –Increased a bit– Increased a lot 
1- 2 -3 
7 My awareness of environmental issues________.  
Decreased – No change – Increased 
 -1-0-1 
8 
After the trip, I become more conscious of pro-environmental 
behaviors (e.g., no littering, no spitting) in daily life. 
Decreased – No change – Increased 
 -1-0-1 
9 
After the trip, I become more conscious of environmental friendly 
consumption in daily life (e.g., purchase less non-green products). 
Decreased – No change – Increased 
 -1-0-1 
 
II. Education Aspect   
 
2.1 Travel Experience  
10 
During the trip, the schools I visited have good educational 
environment/resources. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
11 
During the trip, the schools I visited have better educational 
environment/resources than schools in my city. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
12 
During the trip, I had a better understanding of American education 
system. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
13 
During the trip, I had a chance to talk with local people about kid’s 
education. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 
2.2 After the Trip  
14 After the trip, I am ______ to take my (future) kids to travel overseas. 
Less willing – Same – More willing  
 -1-0-1 
15 
After the trip, I am______  to support my (future) kids to have more 
communication with US schools/kids. 
Less willing – Same – More willing  
-1-0-1 
16 After the trip, I am ______ to send my (future) kids to US for school.  Less willing – Same – More willing  
-1-0-1 
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17 After the trip, I am ______ to send my (future) kids to US for work. 
Less willing – Same – More willing  
-1-0-1 
 III. Social Aspect  
 
3.1 Travel Experience  
18 During the trip, I had nice experience of interacting with local people. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
19 
During the trip, one or more local people helped me when I needed a 
hand. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
20 During the trip, the local people I met are friendly & nice to me. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
21 
During the trip, the local people I met showed more trust than I 
expected. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
22 During the trip, I made friends with one or more local people. 
Strongly disagree – Strongly agree 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 3.2 After the Trip  
23 
After the trip, I become more willing to make new friends with 
different cultural backgrounds. 
Less willing –Same – More willing 
 -1-0-1 
24 
This travel experience influenced my attitudes regarding how to treat 
others. 
Negative effects – No effects – Positive effects 
-1-0-1 
25 1)  I would tend to show ___ trust to others. 
Less – Same – More  
-1-0-1 
26 2) I am _____ to help more people if I can. 
Less willing – Same – More willing  
-1-0-1 
27 3)  I would tend to be _____ to others. 
Indifferent – Same  – More friendly 
-1-0-1 
 Others   
 In addition to the above-mentioned list, does this trip influence 
your attitudes towards other aspect of life? 




 Age：                     Gender：(1) Female (2) Male    
Your highest educations：(1)Middle/high school  (2)Bachelor  (3)Master  (4)PhD 
What is your current job: 
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 如果您在过去的 12个月内到过美国的 66号公路进行旅游， 那么请您帮助我们进行这次问卷调查。       
 以下描述是否和您的经历相符？5分表示描述准确、情况十分相符，1分表示描述不准确、情况相反 
 I. 环境方面  
 1.1 旅行体验  
1 旅途中，我到过的公园(例如国家公园、州立公园)拥有十分美丽的景色 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
2 旅途中, 我经过城市的总体环境十分良好(例如绿化率，空气质量，卫生情况) 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
3 旅途中, 我经过的城市总体比我生活所在的城市污染要少 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
4 旅途中, 我经过的城市总体比我生活所在的城市少一些拥挤 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
5 旅途中, 我观察到了美国当地对环境保护采取的很多措施 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 1.2 旅行之后的影响  
6 这次旅行经历，让我               环境保护方面的知识 没怎么增加 – 增加了一些 – 增加了很多 
1- 2 -3 
7 这次旅行经历，我对环境问题和环境保护的意识              . 减弱了–没有变化– 增强了 
 -1-0-1 
8 旅行后，我对生活中破坏环境的一些行为(如乱扔垃圾，随地吐痰)意
识               .               .                        
减弱了–没有变化– 加强了 
 -1-0-1 
9 旅行后，在日常消费方面，我对环保产品的消费意识              。             减弱了–没有变化– 加强了 
 -1-0-1 
 II. 教育方面  
 2.1 旅行体验  
10 旅行中, 我参观的美国学校具有良好的教育环境和资源 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
11 旅行中，我参观的美国学校的教育环境和资源总体比我所在城市的学校要好 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
12 旅行中，我和当地人对关于孩子教育的话题进行了良好的交流 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
13 旅行中， 我对美国的教育体系有了更客观、深入的了解 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 2.2 旅行后的影响  
14 这次旅行后，我              带着(未来的)孩子出国游学 更加不愿意–没变化– 更加愿意 
 -1-0-1 
15 这次旅行后，我              让自己(未来的)孩子与美国的学校/孩子有更多交流 更加不愿意–没变化– 更加愿意 
 -1-0-1 
16 这次旅行后，我              送(未来的)孩子到美国上学 更加不愿意–没变化– 更加愿意 
 -1-0-1 
17 这次旅行后，我              支持(未来的)孩子到美国工作 更加不愿意–没变化– 更加愿意 
 -1-0-1 
 III. 社会方面  
 3.1 旅行体验  
18 旅行中，我和当地人的交流经历非常愉快顺利 
 
非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
19 旅行中，在需要帮助的时候，我得到了至少一位当地人的帮助 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
20 旅行中，我遇到的当地人都十分友好善良 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
21 旅行中，当地人对我展现出的信任程度比我预期要高 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
22 旅行中，我和当地的人建立起了良好的友谊关系 非常不同意 — 非常同意 
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 
 3.2 旅行后的影响  
23 这次旅行经历，让我            和不同文化背景的人做朋友 更不愿意–没变化– 更加愿意 
 -1-0-1 
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 人口信息 
 年龄：                     性别：(1) 女 (2) 男 
最高教育：(1) 初/高中 (2) 大专/本科 (3) 硕士 (4) 博士 
目前职业： 
 
24 这次旅行经历，总体上，            我对待人际关系的态度 负面影响了 – 无影响 – 正面影响了 
-1-0-1 
25 这次旅行经历，让我觉得应该对他人有            信任 更少 – 没变化 – 更多 
-1-0-1 
26 这次旅行经历，让我觉得在能力范围之内，我会            帮助他人 更加不愿意 – 没变化 – 更加愿意 
-1-0-1 
27 这次旅行经历，让我觉得对待他人的态度要              . 更加冷漠 – 没变化– 更加友好 
-1-0-1 
 除了以上的情况之外，这次旅行经历对您生活方面其它方面的认知和态度是否有影响？请在下面进行补充描述: 
